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Glossary

Sligran Cdendar

To my sister

Author’s Note

Since, a the beginning of this tale, | did not recollect mysdf nor retain even the dightest glimmer of
such underganding as would have led me to an awareness of the sgnificance of the various occurrences
that transpired at the Lake of Horns then, | am adding this preface, though it was not part of my initid
conception, that the meaningfulness of the events described by “Khys s Edtri” (as | have come to think of
the shadow-sdf | was while the dharen held my skills and memory in abeyance) not be withheld from you
as they were from me.

| knew mysdf not: | was Edtri because the girl Carth supposedly found wandering in the forest
gtripped of comprehension and identity chose that name. There, perhaps, lies the greatest irony of dl, that
| named mysdf anew after Edtri Hadrath diet Estrazi, who in redlity | had once been. And perhapsiit is
not irony at dl, but an expresson of Khys's humor, an implied dissertation by him who structured my
experiences, my very thoughts, for nearly two years, until his audacity drove him to bring together once
more Sereth aill Tyris, past-Slayer, then the outlawed Ebvrasea, then arrar to the dharen himsdf; Chayin
rendi Inekte, cahndor of Nemar, co-cahndor of the Taken Lands, chosen son of Tar-Kesa, and at that
time Khys's puppet-vassal; and mysdf, former Well-Keepress, tiask of Nemar, and lasly becoming the
chaddless outlaw who had come to judgment and endured ongoing retribution at the dharen’s hands. To
test his hesting, his power over owkahen, the time-coming-to-be, did Khys put us together, dl three, in
his Day-Keepers' city—and from that moment onward, the Weathers of Life became fixed: sphoned
into a angular future; sedled tight as a dead god in his mausoleum, whose every move but brought him



closer to the summed totd, death. So did the dharen Khys bespeak it, hmsdf .. ..

[: In Mourning for the Unrecollected

The hulion hovered, wings &flap, a the window, butting its black wedge of a head againg the pane.
Its yellow eyes glowed crudly, dit-pupiled. Its white fangs, gleaming, were each as long as my forearm.

| screamed.

Its tufted ears, fla againgt its head, twitched. Again and again, toothed mouth open wide, it battered
a the window, roaring.

Once more | screamed, and ran gumbling to the far wal of my prison. | pounded upon the locked
doors with my figts, pressng mysdf agang the wood. Sobbing, | turned to faceiit.

The beast’s ears flickered & the sound. Those jaws, which could have snapped me in haf, closed. It
cocked its head.

| trembled, caught in its gaze. | could retreat no farther. | sank to my knees, moaning, againg the
door frame.

The beast gave one find snort. Those wings, with a spread thrice the length of a tal man, snapped
decigvey, and it was gone.

When it was no more than a speck in the greening sky, | rose dumsly, trembling, to collect the
papers | had srewn across the mat in my terror. They were the arrar Carth’s papers, those he had
forgotten in his hagte to attend his refurning master’ s summons.

| knelt upon my hands and knees on the sivery pile, that | might gather them up and replace them in
the tas-sueded folder before he returned.

Foadlish, | thought to mysdlf, that | had so feared the hulion. It could not have gotten in. | could not
get out. It could not get in. Once | had thrown a chair at that impervious darity. The chair had splintered.
With one stout thda leg, as thick as my arm, had | battered upon that window. All that | hed
accomplished was the transformation of chair into kindling. The hulion, | chided mysdf, could have fared
no better.

Hulions, upon occasion, have been known to eat man flesh. Hulions, furred and winged, fanged and
clawed, are the servants of the dharen. | had had no need to fear. Yet, | thought as | gathered the arrar
Carth's scattered papers, they are fearsome. Perhapsif | had been able, as others are, to hear its mind's
intent, | would have fdt differently. My fingers, numb and trembling, fumbled for the delicate sheets.

One in paticular caught my eye. It was in Carth’'s precise hand and headed: “Preassessment
monitoring of the arrar Sereth. Enar fourth second, 25,697.”

| had met, once, the arrar Sereth. Upon my birthday, Macara fourth seventh, in the year *696 had |
met him, that night upon which my child had been concelved. | had read of his exploits. He frightened me,
killer of killers, enforcer for the dharen, he who wore the arra—chad of the messenger. Sereth, scarred
and lean and taut like some carnivore, who had loved the Keepress Edtri, my namesake, and with her
brought great change upon Siligrain the pass Amarsa, 25,695—yVyes, | had met him.

| sat mysdf down cross-legged upon the Gadeshir carpet, papers ill strewn about, forgotten, and
began to reed:

The time is approximately three enths after sun’s rising, the weather clouded and cool, our
position just south of the juncture of the Karir and Thoss rivers. | highly recommend that you look
in upon the moment.

The arrar Sereth, on the brindle hulion Leir, touched his gol-knife. It was the first unnecessary
movement he had made in over an enth. My presence, alongside upon a black hulion, disquieted
him. The brindle, gliding at the apex of its bound, snorted. He touched its shoulder, and the beast,
obedient, angled its wings and began its descent.

When its feet touched the grass, he set it as a grounded lope. | followed suit, bringing my black
up to pace him.

Sereth regarded me obliquely. |, as he, served the dharen, he thought, and touched his hulion



to a stop.

We had been riding all the night, up from Galesh, where | had met him with the two beasts. He
had served the dharen, most lately, in Dritira. And before that, in the hide diet, and before that
upon the star world M’ ksakka had he dealt death and retribution at Khys's whim. And dealt them
successfully, though those tasks had been fraught with deadlier risk than a man might be expected
to survive. His thought was wry, recollecting.

“How did you find M’ksakka?” | asked, to key him, to bring something ese above the
impenetrable shield he has constructed. My hulion growled at the brindle he rode, and that one
answered.

“1 will make a full report to Khys,” he said, dipping off the hulion’s back. “ Let us rest them.”

| joined him where he lay upon the grass, staring at the sky.

“1 missed this land,” he said. “ The sky there is dark and ominous, always clouded. M’ ksakkan
air stings eyes and lungs. Everything is covered with a fine black dust. | would not go again off
the planet.”

“ Perhaps he will not send you,” | conjectured.

He saw M’ksakka, and that seeing was colored by his distaste, both for the world and the
work he had done there. The methods he had employed displeased his sense of fitness. The value
of the M’ksakkan's death was to him obscure. | saw the moment: the adjuster’s surprised eyes,
wide and staring as Sereth’'s fingers closed on his throat, around his windpipe;, the M’ksakkan's
clawing hand upon his wrist as he ripped out the man’s larynx, vocal cords dangling; then the
blood, spurting, and the sound of the adjuster’s choking death.

And | saw others he had killed, those who were anxious to try their skills against a real live
Slistran. He had been hesitant to do so, but more hesitant to face an endless line of their ilk, so he
had killed the first three. Again, his thoughts sank below readable level. The hulions lay quiet,
lashing their tails. The clouds scudded heavy over the sun. A soft, drizzing rain commenced,

“The dharen is pleased with you,” | said.

He sat up, his mind absolutely inviolate. “ What do you want, Carth?” He stared down at me. |
lay perfectly still He made no attempt to read me for his answer. He merely waited.

“Afirst impression. You are coming up for assessment,” | answered, rising up. “We want to
get some sense of you. Your mental health is now our concern.”

He tossed his head, ripping grass from the sward.

“You brought child upon that wellwoman in Dritira,” | prodded.

He saw her. In many ways she had reminded him of the Keepress. It had been passes since he
had taken a woman. On M’ksakka there were females, but nothing he understood to be a woman.
He had not couched many of them. And in hide diet, there were only forereaders. In Dritira, with
that woman who reminded him of the Keepress, he had spent his long-pent sperm. Four times he
had used her, before she was more than a receptacle in his sight. And he had abused her, more
than was his custom.

“ Get me the forms. | will collect my birth-price,” he answered. He did not want the woman.

“You should take her. We have been considering her. She might yet make a forereader,”

“Then it isa pity she caught. From inferior sperm can come only inferior stock.”

“Khys has asked me,” | said, “to bid you welcome to any of the forereaders we hold in
common at the lake. Spawn from such a union would be doubtless possessed of talent. The
bitterness you hold is out of proportion to the reality. We all, at one time or another, find there is
something we want that we may not have.”

He did not answer me, but rose and went to his hulion. He thought of her as one thinks of the
dead; with acceptance, and then of his life, and what compromises he had made to keep it. What
he let me know, | have no doubt, will please you. What he did not—that is what concerns me. He
allowed me nothing ese for the duration of our return.

His shidd, as you will see, is set lower and much farther into his deeper conscious than any |
have encountered. Most of his processing must take place behind it. Deep-reading him is out of



the question. He visualizes barely enough to verbalize his will. That he is functioning superbly is
attested to by his works. That he feels it to his advantage to serve us at present is a certainty. |
worry over what might occur, should he choose, eventually, not to serve us.

My formal recommendation is for a complete and detailed assessment. Also, | fed some
attempt might be made to pacify him, in light of what he is fast becoming. Or perhaps even to
eliminate him, lest he become, like Se'keroth, the weapon turned upon the wielder.

And it was sgned Carth.

“Cath!” | gasped, as a dark hand snapped the sheet from my grasp. Still upon my knees, | twisted
to see him. His dark eyes gleamed. He ran his hand through his black curls.

“Did you find this informative, Estri?’ he asked, towering over me, the paper crumpled in his fid.
Carth was furious. | dared not answer.

| started to my feet.

“Fick them up!” he commanded, pointing.

| scurried to obey him, scrambling for the sheets strewn upon the web-work, my stomach an icy
knot. Once before, | had seen Carth this agitated, when | had written for him a certain paper. And he
hed cdled it audacious, and destroyed it. | finished, and rose to my full height, handing the tas envelope
to him. My head came to his shoulder. He looked down a me, stern-faced.

“You were ill-advised to do this” he said. “He is not pleased with you. This'—and he threw the
crumpled sheet across the room—*will only aggravate matters. You had best make some effort to
placate him.”

“What do you mean?’ | demanded. “Has he taken some sudden interest in me?’ | had seen the
dharen precisdly three times since | had come to reside at the Lake of Horns: the night he had gotten me
with child, the day following, and once while | lay near death when the child had driven me to seek it. He
hed not been at the Lake of Horns when | bore his he-beast into the world. | had cried out for him during
that premature and extended labor. He had not been avalable. Now, nearly eght passes later, he had
returned.

“Do not be insolent!” Carth's voice snapped as his pdm dapped my face to one sde. Tears in my
eyes, | put my hand to my cheek. It was what | had thought, not what | had said, that had brought me
punishment. Shaking my head, | backed away from him. Though | had known Carth a telepath, a
surface-reader, rarest of Sligran taents, never had he shown his skills before me, one who neither spoke
nor heard the tongues of mind.

“Edri, come here”

| went to him, my hand trailing from my cheek to the warm, pulsng band locked about my throat.

When | stood before him, he lifted my face, his hand under my chin, that | might look into his eyes.

“Heis very angry, child. You mug redlize that what you think is as audible to him as what you say. |
know it was not intentiond, that you read what you did. Forget it, if you can. Concentrate upon what lies
before you.” He patted my shoulder, dl the anger gone out of him.

“l do not want to see him,” | said, toying with the ends of my copper har, grown now wel below
mickthigh.

Carth pursed his lips. “You have no choice. He will see you in a third-enth. Make ready.” And he
turned and strode through the double doors that adjoined my prison to Khys's quarters. Khys, my
couch-mate, was agan in residence. The dharen of dl Slistra, back from none knew where, would agan
rule at the Lake of Horns.

Make ready, indeed, | thought, combing my hair. | had only the white, deeveless skim | wore,
thigh-length, of smple web-cloth. My jewdry was the band of restraint a my throat. | retied the garment
upon my hips. Throwing my hair back, | regarded mysdf in my prison’s mirrored wal. My body,
copper-skinned, lithe, only shades lighter than my thick mane, postured at me, arrogant. | had thought,
for atime that the he-beast had destroyed it, but such had not been the case. Exercise had given its
grace and firmness back to me. My legs are very long, my wais tiny, hips dim. Pregnancy had atered me
little. My breasts were dill high and firm, my bely fla and tight. Good enough for him, surely. | widened
my eyes suggedively, then stuck my tongue out a her. She made a face back. | grinned and wondered



why | had done so, turning from that wall that ever showed me the boundaries of my world.

At the window, | waited, looking out upon the eastern horn of the lake. The fdl flames of Brinar,
harvest pass, fired the forest. The grass was logng its battle, browning. Hulions and forereaders and
Day-Keepers drolled between the tusk-white buildings that cirde the Lake of Horns like some
wellwoman's necklace. The green lake was cdm and 4ill, wearing the sky’ s clouds for masquerade.

Angry, was he? | did not care. | cared no more for him than that he-beast he had put upon me. |
would not care.

| had cared very much, once. He had been kind to me that firgt night. | had no recollection of other
men before him, though surdly there had been some. In my lost past lay dl that had occurred before |
cameto the Lake of Horns in Cetet of 695, two years, two passes back. And | had cared for him, he
who firg touched me, Khys.

He had told me he would do many things. He had done some. He had put on me a son. He had seen
toit that | was re-educated. | had been looked after, but not by him. He had dso sad that someday the
band of restraint | wore would be removed from me, that | might explore my taents. That he had not
done. After the pregnancy, he had promised, when | lay near miscarriage by my own hand. But no
release had been given me after | birthed him his precious child,

| touched the warm, vibrating band at my throat. | hardly minded its tightness. | could often forget
that it was there. But its true ggnificance | could not forget. Khys had explained to me that | wore the
band for my own protection, lest the mindlessness reach up again and take me. | had learned otherwise.
Ealy in my pregnancy, when they gill humored me, | had begged to be dlowed to stay with the
forereaders in the common holding, that | might have the company of womankind. Reuctantly, Carth had
agreed.

| had sent for him to take me back, weeping, upon the third day. Among the forereaders, | was an
outcast. Those born at the Lake of Horns fed themsdlves better than dl others. My skin tone resembles
theirs. Those who come from the outside, or “Barbaria” as the Lake-born cdl it, are an even tighter
group. | fit neither. And | was the dharen’s done. They were jedous, common-held. Or so | thought,
until | saw an angry dharener stride into the women's keep and collar a moaning, pleading forereader. So
do they punish wrongdoers at the Lake of Horns. As long as she wore the band of redtraint, the
forereader could not practice her craft. She was isolate. She was blind, deaf, and dumb to mind skills.
She could not sort. Neither could she hest. She was helpless. She was shamed. She was marked,
disgraced. Aswas|.

When Carth had retrieved me, | had demanded to know, sobbing uncontrollably, what it was | hed
done. He had for me no answer, but that | wore the band for my own protection.

But after that, | began to wonder. | wondered until the child began to make itsdf known within me,
until | could think of nothing else. Ravening, it tried to destroy me. In time, | tried to destroy mysdlf, firg,
that perhaps | would not spawn such evil upon the world. But it would not let me die. It enjoyed too
much the torture to which it could subject me from within.

When it was born, findly, after thirteen enths of labor, | refused to look upon it. | would not feed it.
They forced me twice, but the he-beast was s0 agitated, red-faced, and howling, and its teeth so savage
upon me, thet they desisted. | had never heard of a child born with teeth, but | had known it would have
them. | fdt their bite afull pass before the thing demanded exit. | was glad to be rid of it, a pass before it
was due.

He could not blame me, surdly, if he had seenit. If hismind had touched it, he would not be angry. |
leaned back againg the window, waiting.

It was more than twice the third-enth Carth had given me before those doors opened and he
moationed me to him, his concerned eyes admonishing as | passed by himinto Khys's persona quarters.

The dharen stood by the gal table, sripping off trail gear as blue-black as the thadla walls. His copper
har glinted golden from the tiny suns, Day-Keeper-made, that hovered near the hammered bronze
caling.

Carth crossed the thick rugt rug, soundless, to speak with him. Then only did Khys look a me. |
pressed back againg the doors, trembling. His face, in that moment, had been terrible with his wrath.



Carth made obei sance to him and Ieft the outer doors.

The dharen paid me no mind, but stripped himsdf of his leathers and weapons. | watched him, the
only man that had ever touched me. | had forgotten him, his long-legged grace, his considerable mass so
lightly carried, his ruddy, glowing skin.

In his breech, he went and poured himsdf some drink and took it to his rust-silked couch. Upon it he
sat cross-legged, Spping dowly, his eyes regarding me over the bowl’s golden rim. The crease between
his arched brows deepened. He threw the emptied bowl to the mat, whereit rolled slently upon the thick
pile My throat ached, looking at him.

Then | recdled to mysdf that which he had done to me, and that which he had not done. | tossed
back my har and pushed away from the door.

“l was told you wished to see me,” | said quietly, my figs clenched a my sides.

He gtared a me a time in slence through those molten, disquigting eyes. | fdt my pams dick under
hisindolent, possessive scrutiny.

“Take that off,” he ordered. “I would see how childbearing left you.”

| flushed, but | untied the s kim and dropped it.

“Tum,” he said. Shaking with rage, | did so, kicking my abandoned garment from my path. When |
came agan to face him, | put my hands on my hips.

“WdI?" | demanded, shaking my har over one breast.

“Do not stand like that!” he snapped. My hands went to my sides. “Come here”

“Khyd” | objected. My head exploded with pain. | sank to my knees, my hands clapped over my
ears. But they could not keep out that roaring. Then another pain, and my head was twisted back by the
hair. By it, he pulled me up againgt him.

“How dare you withhold sustenance from my son?’ he demanded. | thought my neck would snap.
His other hand held my wrigs againg the smdl of my back. “How dare you come to me in such
arrogance?’ He shook my head savagely, his words hissng a fine spray upon my cheek. “You have
disobeyed my expressed wishes. You will not do so again. When | am finished with you, you will not be
S0 presumptuous.” Lifting meinto the ar, he threw me againg the wal above the couch. | struck it with
my back and shoulder with such force that the breath was driven from my lungs

He stood, spread-legged, looming over me. | did not move. | lay very dill, as | had fdlen, that | might
not further enrage him. My mouth was foul with fear. My mind cried and whimpered. | raised my face to
him, pleading. His thick-lashed eyes, hdf-closed, were unreadable.

“Khys, please” | begged him, hoarse. “I could do no different. It is a monger, a beast. Please, |
tried. It drove me mad. It tried to kill me. Punish it, not me”

His nodtrils flared. He shook his head, his mouth twisted in disgus. “St on your heds” he
commanded.

| did so, my whole body sheened with swesat, my knees pressng into the couch slks. My arms
clasped about me, | shivered in spasms. | hardly knew him, the dharen. Never before had he raised a
hand to me.

“You had not given me cause,” he said. Still did he breathe heavily, dill was his body taut with rage.

| ran my hands through my hair, tearing it from my eyes, trying desperately to stop thinking. But |
could not. | was hypnotized by him, poised menacing above me. | fdt as | had with the hulion—trapped,
defensdess, vulnerable.

“l am frightened,” | whispered, my eyes downcast.

“That shows you are not totaly mad,” he said. Hearing the amusement in hisvoice, | raised my head.
| recalled his face as it had been when | had lain near death with his child in my belly, his concern, his
compassion. | saw, now, no trace of such emations.

He stripped off his breech. | saw very dill, watching the play of musdes across his back.

“Once” he said softly, sraightening up, “you asked me to teach you your femdeness. | thought you
too weak, then. | did what needed done, and nothing more. Doubtless your falure to function as a
womean lies partly upon me, | am gaing to attempt to remedy the Stuation before it kills you.”

But when he came toward me, | could not do it. | could not St and et him vent his anger upon me. |



fled, as far as he dlowed. When he chose, | found mysdf imprisoned within my own body, and it, of its
own accord, returning to him. He stood camly by the couch and took my flesh from my contral. | could
not speak. | found mysdf at his feet, my head pressed to the mat.

He let me try those bonds, for a while, let me dance upon the brink of madness. When he took his
will from my limbs, | did not move.

He flipped me casudly onto my back, crouching down, menacing. His large head came close to
mine

“Lie dill, and do as you are told. Only that, no more” And | did so, until I forgot, in my need, his
indruction. The taste of blood in my mouth, the flat of his hand againgt my searching lips, reminded me. |
lad my head back againg histhigh as my body legped to him, pleading, | heard my voice repeating things
he had bade me say, without understanding. And later, when his teeth and tongue were upon me, did |
beg for hisuse. And | did for m what | had not known aman would ask of a woman, whimpering. And
he, raised on iff arms above me, laughed. As he thrust into me, | sobbed his name, my love for him, my
need. And then hisweight came down and | could but ding to him as he rocked me. When | thought my
bones would shatter, he grunted, shivered, and lay ill.

He stayed with me, holding hisweight upon one arm, stroking my hair back from my forehead.

“l needed you so much when | had the child within,” | whispered.

“I know,” he said. “I have aworld to run.” His eyes narrowed. | fdt him, | thought, in my mind: “Do
you know how londly it isfor me, locked up?’

“l can do nothing ese with you.” He rolled away, onto his sde. “But | will be here. My works are
progressing nicely. | need not be elsawhere.

“l want you to understand something,” he continued, taking me into his arms. “I have what | wanted
from you.” His voice was gentle. His hands wandered my hips. “l1 mugt see a radicad change in your
behavior to judify the trouble of you. Carth tdls me it is doubtful that you would survive another
pregnancy.”

“l do not take your meaning,” | said numbly.

“There are more than two thousand forereaders a the Lake of Horns, many extremdly attractive, dl
skilled and cooperative. | cannat, for reasons | will not explain, put you in common holding.”

| rolled away from him. “Did the child please you?’ | asked.

“Ves”

“But | do not.” My voice shook. | had been breeding stock to him. | was no longer ussful as such.

“No,” he said. “You do not.”

“| did the best | could,” | flared. “I am ignorant of couch skills”

He laughed, touching my lipswith hisfinger. “It was a gart,” he admitted. “If you live, you might learn
to serve aman properly. You misunderstand me, or | give you more understanding of life here than you
have” He sat up, and pulled me by the hair into his lap.

“I had not intended to breed you again. If | do decide to do so, you may not surviveit. | am not in
need of a contentious, undisciplined femde. Either you will become otherwise, or | will have to breed you
to judtify your existence.”

“Haveto?’ | asked. My terror of pregnancy and that of death balanced even.

“You are coming up for assessment. | mugt follow my own rules; if | expect others to obey them.”

| shivered, buried my head in hislap. | thought of what | had read; | could not hep it. | waited for the
pan of his displeasure. It did not come. His hand went around my throat, lifted my head. He bent and
pressed hislips to mine. | fdt him move againg my thigh. My hand sought him, and he alowed it. He bent
his bite to my nipples, erect and wating.

Something, within me, turned and rustled in that couching, and hdfway through it, when | choked and
gagged on him, it woke itsdf to my aid. | shifted postion, arched my neck dightly, and my discomfort
disappeared. Easly, sure, | worked upon him, my lips againgt the very root of him, my nose in his golden
hairs. And he shuddered and his hands came upon the back of my neck, and | let him dide forward, that
| might get the taste of him. As he pulsed in my mouth, | ran my tongue, fast, hard, up and down the
underside of him. And the dharen moaned and twisted, his hands convulsve upon me.



When he cursed, softly, laughing, | sat up to see him. My srangeness ill upon me, | noted his
fine-chisded lips, swollen with his heat. Then | bent again, licking, nipping, and took from him that last
aftertaste.

By criterial had not known before, | read his body’ s response, my cheek againg his hard bely, that
| might fed his excitement, judge it by the wane.

“Tel me again, dharen, what you might do to me, if | cannot sufficiently please you.” And | heard my
voice, deeper and more upon breath, and it seemed to me that it was a Stranger’s voice, with an accent |
could not place.

He grunted, sat dowly. He cuffed me lightly, pushed my head from his lap, crossing his legs under
him. | regarded him, discerningly, and found him not wanting.

“Insolent saiisa” he growled, grinning. And | knew the word's meaning, though it is man-dang, and
Carth never spoke cruddy. The word means coin girl, of the cheapest variety and questionable kill.

“I wish | were even that, rather than living my lifein that chamber,” | said, the mood gone, and with it
thet odd confidence and comfort.

“You may have the both of them, yours and mine, for awhile” His eyes probed mine. “Is that one of
those things a womean inginctively knows?' he asked, and | knew what he meant, but | had no answer. |
smoothed the rumpled couch silks.

“Perhaps | read it,” | said. | wanted to crawl into hislap, curl into a bdl, and deep. More than | had
wanted the child out of me, even, | wanted his approval. | recaled those nights, done, | had cried mysdf
to deep over him, He stared at me, his head dightly cocked. | remembered my humiliation, that he would
not even deign to use me, that he cared not even enough to check on the growth of his child inmy belly.

I lad my hand upon his forearm, upon the copper, Slky hairs there. His skin, a reddish gold, was
shades lighter than mine, and the glow upon it was more pronounced.

“Khys” | whispered, “keep me with you, please. | will be whatever you want. Just give me time” |
did not look a him. Tears | had, thought long spent came and drowned me. “I love you,” | blurted,
miserable, not understanding.

And he pulled me up beside him, and in those ams | poured out my pain to him, my confuson, my
doubts. | begged him to explain why | wore the band upon my neck. | pleaded for my past, or some way
he might know to make me whole without it. And | asked him of the child, and why it had been such a
curse while resding in my womb. He said nothing, until 1 had finished, dry of words and tears both.

“I will discuss it with you,” he alowed, dill holding me. “I am not prone to patience, | will speak of
these things once, only. Y ou will never ask me again.”

| nodded, my head pressed againg his chest, where his copper hair grew thick.

“Hrg the band. When and if you show dgns of emotiond gtability, we will consder removing it.
When you were progressing so well, those firg passes, | had thought we might have done so by now.”

“It was the child, and the pain from its growth,” | whispered.

“And it was you who chose to experience your pregnancy as you did. Another woman would have,
perhaps, enjoyed it, loved the child, and cried when it was taken from her. Still another might have filled
her time with study, or some creative work. Femaes have been bearing young for thousands upon
thousands of years.”

| pulled away from him. He looked a me narrow-eyed.

“l am not inaulting you. | am going to explain something to you. You were, so to speak, born anew
two years ago. You dill gather the experientid perspectives most acquire when they are babies. You
could not get them from lying, hungry, denied mother’s milk. You could not get them, learning to walk.
You dill gather the experientid perspectives, those upon which adult behavior mus be based. Wait!” he
snapped, as | sought to interrupt him. | sat back upon my hedls,

“You wear the band. It is my will that you continue to wear it. If it pleases you to fed that you are
unjusly marked by it, then fed so. The forereaders in common holding did not ostracize you of the band.
Where there are women, there are great stores of information. | am sure they know al about you. You
are not common-held. You come from the outsde, but are complexioned as a blood princess among
them. And those women from outside, perhaps rightly, hate the superior lake-breds. When | dlowed it, |



was sure you would not stay. | wanted you to redlize the vaue of your isolation. You did not.

“No one has barred you from any studies you might have wished to pursue. Tutors of dl sorts might
attend you. One makes what one wants of the opportunities life presents.”

“But | may not walk the lakeside. | may not even wak the dharen’s tower.”

“You attempted suicide. We found it necessary to restrain you.”

“Before that?’ | tossed my hair forward. It fdl shining, past my knees, copper ends on the rust silks.

“It was too early. You were not ready. You are dill not ready. If your memory does come back to
you, and you have not become ready, it will destroy you. There is nothing | can do to hagten its return,
nor would | choose to do s0.” His voice had atinge of impatience. He closed his eyes for a moment.

“And my child?’ | asked him.

“Your child is no mongter, only the first of its kind.”

“How can that be?’ | shifted, knees aching.

He rose and filled two bowls from that golden pitcher and brought me one. | tasted it, found it fine
kifra, dry and live. | sipped, laid the cool metd upon my thighs.

“Look at yoursdf,” he commanded. A musdle ticked upon his jaw.

| did, and back at him, my hand upon the bowl to baance it.

“Once the fathers spread their seed widdy upon the land. We have long been about gethering up
those offgoring. You are one we missed. Surdy you knew it when you saw your resemblance to the
lake-born.”

| had considered it, but fdt it some pretentious fantasy.

“But there are other children.”

“Other attempts. Thisisthe firs that has matched my vison.”

“l dill do not understand.”

“l did not expect you would. But | have told you that you & least have some truths to work with,
building your particular redity. Build it wdl, for you mugt live within that congtruction.” His voice had an
edge, and he drained the bowl he hed and set it down. My stomach lurched, tightened, as he
approached.

“What is assessment?’ | asked.

“Youwill find out, soon enough,” he said, taking the bowl from my lap. His long fingers fondled my
breast. | twisted, that | might free mysdf.

“Do not flinch from me,” he ordered, but softly. “I would give you a few more truths for your redity.
You are mine. | will do with you what pleases me. Lie back.”

| lay back, stretching my aching legs out straight.

“I do not wish to be touched, not now,” | objected, but | did not move away from his hand.

“Then do not wish it. Your wish has very little bearing upon what will occur, a this moment, or any
other. But you will wish it shortly. | promise you.”

| was his And he did what he pleased with me, and within an enth, dl 1 wished was his couching.

| found mysdf done, in his chambers. The doors were not locked. He had looked back a me,
amaog amiling, and left one door gjar. And | had risen to my feet and gone to stand before them, my
ams cutched around me, shivering. Freedom lay, doubtless not, out those doors. He would see me
disobey him. Or perhaps he would see thet | could not.

For | could not. | stared at the open door, sank to my knees. If | ran, he would find me and bring me
back. | remembered hiswrath. | recollected his strength. And | found that not only did | dare not run, but
thet | dared not displease him. | wondered how | could st camly with the open door beckoning, and not
try.

| st cross-legged, a luxury he would not have dlowed me. Above my head, the tiny suns had
dimmed, as ever when no Day-Keeper iswithin their range. To the miniature stars, each within its prison,
| did not exist. | wondered if they were sad, and restless, as was | in my congraint. And if there were any
of them, for the bronze cdling hosted twelve, that fdt love.

| lay upon my stomach, on the rusy Gaeshir carpet, humming oftly, under my breath. My
acknowledged couch-mate, the dharen, whom | had so fully served, was possessed totdly of me A



responsve femde he had made me. | amiled to mysdf. | was other than | had been, a few enths ago.
And doubtless he would teach me to become il a different creature. | shivered. | wondered if the fear
of him would pass.

Sghing, | rose and wandered the dharen’s lair, that | might know what such a man would choose to
keep about him. Without a word, he had left me. | found mysdf a the gal table, a featureless tranducent
dab, upon which he had piled histrail gear. A draight-blade lay there, hdf the length of my am, in a
chased scabbard of green strametd. Its hilt was inlaid with titrium wire, the butt of it a Sngle fire gem.

| did it from the scabbard, my hand upon the hilt. A strange thrill went through me, holding the
weapon, asif | had hdd such before. Upon the stra blade was engraved a legend, in some unfamiliar
script. And a symbol, one | had seen repeated upon the scabbard and hilt, a bursting spird. And then |
recollected the tune | hummed: Se'keroth.

Chilled cold, | replaced the sword in its housng, and stepped back. | did not touch the gol-knife
there, or the strange sharp-edged circles of sted piled beside it. “ Se’keroth, Sword of Severance,” rang
inmy head.

Wordless, he had left me, in an unlocked room filled with weapons. | ran my pams dong the inner
thighs, dill damp without moisture. | paced the chamber’s confines, tralling my hand aong the smooth
northern thala that paneled the wals, my bare feet soundless upon the Galeshir mat. | could kill mysdf, if
| chose. | could arm mysdf and run. | did nether.

My hand found a pand, forward of the others. | did it back. Bound books and scralls lay there,
orderly, behind a second wal of glass. Among them | saw his own works, numerous volumes, induding
Ors Yris-Tera, “Book of the Weathers of Life” And what must have been the game itsdlf, yristera, the
three-level board and leather shaker. Ingde that shaker, | knew, were sxty bone pieces. Another
cregtion of Khys's, Ors Chddra, lay near it. Divination and mordity had been Khys's concerns, in
hide-days, when he and some few others attempted to put Slidra back together again, after the fdl.
Disquieted, | did the panel back in place. How could | aspire to him? Upon the gal table, anong his
other gear, had been Khys's own chdd. He did not, as do most Silistrans, wear his chad soldered about
him. The great chad of Siligtra, in which every strand given upon the planet was woven, lay like some
degping ditsa among his legthers.

If I had had a chdd, a tesament to my skills and accomplishments, a prideful statement of my
chan-tera, thewill of the life, | would not have left it casudly upon some table. But | bore no chadra. If |
hed ever, it was logt, dong with my pagt. It is a shameful thing, to be chadless. | had been told that
someday | might bear the arrar's chald, the highest attainable. But that was before my madness, before
the child.

| found | had come again to the beckoning doors. | turned and surveyed Khys's keep once more; the
rust-slked couch, the gal table, the windowed acove floored with cushions. Above my heaed, the tiny
auns flickered, dimmed again. | went and collected the three bowls near the couch and placed them on
the stand that held ther brothers, and the golden kifra pitcher. | smoothed the slks over the dharen's
sumptuous couch.

Once more the door drew me. Doubtless, he would tire of me. |, bardly literate, unskilled, was no fit
companion for such a man. He had gone, leaving me unrestrained. | might not see him for another two
years. | remembered what he had said, that there were better than two thousand women at the Lake of
Horns. And what he only implied, that any of them would be honored to stand in my place. He had
gotten dready that which he had desired from me,

| put my hand upon the door’s bronze handle, pushed it back. Standing in the doorway, | regarded
the tapestried hdlway, the vaulted caling with its myriad tiny stars for illuminaion. The floor was of
stones, squares of blue ornithdum and green-veined archite. | put one bare foot upon that smooth
coldness.

And then | heard him, his voice edged with anger. From the left, around a sharp turning by a tapestry
depicting battling hulions, he strode into my sght, another beside him.

| stood frozen, caught with one foot upon the hdl stones. Not even did | move to shake my har over
my nakedness before a stranger. Khys's companion looked enough like him that they might have been



brothers, except for his hair, shades darker than mine. He wore a full loose robe of blue-black, with a
glittering spird a hisleft shoulder. About hiswalst was a chdd nearly as grand as the dharen’s, wide and
thick, impoging in its magnitude.

“.. as | plees®d” sad Khys to his companion. They had not yet noticed me. | stood witless,
unmoving.

“It seems to me” sad the other, not intimidated, “that your passon clouds your judgment in this
matter.” | clutched the door’s edge, leaned upon it.

“Youwill come to think differently,” said Khys, his mouth an angry white line. “I can ... Egri! Come
here” They both stopped there before the hulion tapestry.

Trembling, | hastened to obey him. His companion’s eyes assessed me coldly. | kndt to him, as he
hed taught me, my har fdling over his feet, my knees upon the cold floor. It was not easy, before
another. | fdt my skin flush.

“Doubtless you can make her obedient. That is not a factor,” said the other.

“On the contrary, it is the factor. But one mugt define obedience. | fed,” said Khys, “that even though
you have prgjudged matters, what | have done may 4ill enlighten you. Thisisno time to discussit.”

And he bent and touched me. | rose, my hair over my breasts, shining in the soft light. Khys's eyes
seemed concerned. The other’ s glance was openly hodtile.

“Wdk with us” he said, and they moved apart, that | might be between them.

“Thisis Vedrast, Edtri.”

“Pregti nTit, Keepress,” intoned Vedrast, hisfull mouth fagning a amile.

“You migake me, arrar.” He took my arm, as if to guide me back into Khys's keep. | fdt a dight
shock, at his pressure, then a sense of presence. | grabbed Khys's wrid, fearful. He shook his head
imperceptibly. | dropped my hands to my sides.

“My apologies, lady,” sad Vedrast, enigmatic. His eyes were decidedly amber.

Khys turned to close the double doors, and the light in the keep brightened.

The arrar Vedrast crossed the room and poured himsdf a bowl of kifra, taking it to the dcove,
where he lounged back upon the cushions there. The spird glittered upon his robe. | turned from him, to
Khys, behind me.

My couch-mate stood with his hands upon his hips, his face abstracted. He seemed esewhere. |
waited, wanting to run to him, seek shelter from this other, who glowered, intimidating, from amid the
cushions.

He motioned me to him, took mein under hisarm. He was scowling, but not at me.

“You had best lighten your touch, Vedrast,” he said to his guest. “It is the entire monitoring system
that stands to judgment here”

“l do not take your meaning,” said Vedrast dowly, his jaw a grim line. Whorls of sparks danced in
the air between them. Khys diffened.

“Thisthat you do hereis at best, aformdity. | will do, as | have dways done, my own will. Properly
handled, the monitoring you want as its own authority will uphold me. If it does not, then it has been
improperly done.”

The arrar blanched visbly, put down his bowl, and got purposefully to his feet. Khys pushed me
gently to one side. They considered one another.

“Will you gainsay rules of your own cregtion?’

“l made guiddines that, properly adhered to, would serve as safety factors in complicated hests of
long duration. If the sorting of the monitor is not free from preconceptions, the work is vaudess”

“I would take these points up with dl us present,” rasped Vedrast, flicking those intrusve eyes my
way. | was shocked that he would speak o to the dharen.

“Do your business here, now!” Khys commanded. “And | warn you, see to your kills while you are
about it.”

The arrar Vedrast closed his eyes for a moment, searching composure. He found it, and walked
purposefully toward me. | retreated from him.

“Stand 4ill, Edtri,” Khys commanded.



“Come gt with me” said the other, extending his hand. | looked at it. He did not withdraw. Timidly |
extended my hand to his. This time there was no shock, but | fdt again, unmigakably, a cold touch
within. | twisted my heed to the dharen.

“Please, Khys” | petitioned him, as Vedrast led me firmly toward the alcove. He only looked away,
his face gone cold.

“St there. Good. Khys, if youwill ...” And he motioned to a place on his|eft.

“Thank you,” Vedrast sad when the dharen had seated himsdf, his back agang the draped
windows.

“Now, Edtri, | am going to sedate you. It will not be painful, and the effects will last only a short
time” And he reached over and put both his hands around my neck, fingers megting where spine joins
skull. | felt only a drowsiness, an urge to deep, and a receding of sensation. | concentrated upon Saying
upright. My body was weighty, recalcitrant.

Vagudy, | knew the man's hands had left me, and that Khys's had replaced them with his own. And
| saw, blurred, that when his hands came away, they bore with them my band of restraint. But | had only
enough strength to keep mysdf erect.

The arrar’ s hands were again upon me, and he peered a my throat for atime | wanted desperately
to lie down and deep.

Then they asked me of hulions. And | heard mysdf answer, speak of wha had, this very morning,
occurred. | was asked to remember in detall, and | did.

Then did Vedrast ask what the paper | had read had brought to mind. And of the arrar Sereth, did
he question me. | answered him as best | could, that | had only once met him, and that | had, upon
occason, dreamed of him, as | had much of my namesake' s life

“Why do you think,” said Vedragt, “you have those dreams? Do they trouble you?’

| shook my head to clear it. Something within screamed that my answers were important, even
crucid, but dl 1 wanted was to lay my head in the dharen’s lap.

“No, they do not trouble me” | struggled the words out upon an unwiddy tongue. “I have no past of
my own. Hers was of greet interest to me. | chose her name, dso. | would be as she, but | know what
wasin that book was hers, and not mine”

“l see” sad Vedrast. | squinted, that | might see Khys's face, but | could make nothing of it.

“Tdl me, now, about the child you bore.”

| did so, seeing the hateful beast, remembering my swollen belly.

“And about Khys” he pressed me,

| tried to rise. | could not. | could fed him, gralling through my memories, kicking what did not
interest him from his path. My mind was filled with tangled thoughts, impressions, a patterning | could see
extending out into the unborn time.

“Tdl me” said Vedragt, his amber eyes, close to mine, prying.

“l serve hm,” | whispered. “1 want what time he will give me, nothing dse” | said. Then | fdt
Vedrast a our couching. Enraged, | met him there boldly, with a ill 1 had not known | had. And |
drove him back. The arrar, shaken, retreated.

Khys replaced the band upon my neck gently. | fdt his second touch, tightening it. And his third,
upon my forehead, and my lethargy was gone, lifting like some oppressive gravity just repealed.

Vedrast, shaking his head back and forth, rose and pulled back the draperies, saring out into the
waning day.

“Perhgps you can hold her,” he said grudgingly.

“Doubtless | can hold her,” Khys said, stroking my hair. | had been without the band, and | had fdt
the difference. | turned to him.

“I would do anything to have that freedom, to see, and hear, and fed as you do,” | breathed, fighting
tears.

“And | would love to have you whole” Khys said. “When the time comes, rest assured, it will be
done.”

“Did | pass?’ | asked him fearfully. “Will | be diminated?’



Khys laughed. Vedrast turned from the window, solemn-faced.

“Answer her, then, O dour one,” directed the dharen.

“One does not usudly give the subject the results,” he temporized.

“Make an exception.” And the dharen’s tone had logt its humor.

“It is not up to us, in truth. You have heard that. If it were, | might be tempted to precipitate some
crigs and see how you handled it.” Vedrast turned to Khys. “There is no use in this, | will send you a
written report.”

“Y ou will make one before you leave here. And bring it before me, that | may see what it contans,
and | may Sgn it. | may not. At any rate, | would hear what will be in it” His hand, upon my back,
stopped moving.

“Thisisafarcel” the arrar exploded.

“Indeed, as is dl of dvilization. But it is workable. As one farcicd primate with ddudons of
soiritudity to another, let me adjure you to wak with grester care in my presence. | might be tempted to
break you in half and feed the remains to the hulions. Now, in ten words or less, how do you find her?’
the dharen sad, risng.

“Neutrdized. Reasonably adjusted. Potentialy dangerous. May | go?’ His words hissed from fat, full
lips upon afine spray.

“Go, then, and make your report. | will expect you to attend me a moon’s med.”

“l have business dsawhere,” said Vedrast, sepping carefully over my outstretched legs.

“Cancd it. We have more pressing business here”

The arrar wheded and made exaggerated obeisance, strode angrily from the keep, damming the
thala doors behind him.

Khyswent and secured the locks, and when he turned, he was grinning widdly.

He came and stood over me, fists upon his hips.

“Sill dreaming of Sereth, are you? Perhaps | will give you to him for a night. Would you like that?”

| shuddered and crept through the cushions, back againgt the window. | shook my head repeatedly. |
wondered what was going to happen to me. Had | been assessed? Would the recommendation upon my
papers be the same as the arrar Sereth’s? | had no hope but Khys's protection. | thought of Vedrast,
trembling.

“Speak to me” he ordered, sguatting down, his bulk dosng the dcove into a cube.

“No, dharen,” | whispered, cowering amid the rust and evening cushions.

“What?’

“No. | would not likeit. Yes, | will serve you however you wish.” | would not cry or scream. | dug
my nals into my pams and took deep breaths. | thought what it had been like without the band, then |
tried not to think.

“Your life” he said, stretching out among the cushions, “rests in my hands done. Such decisions have
adways rested with me. They might recommend. But they, in thair turn, are dso assessed. The council had
no power but what | have givenit. Over you, | have given it none.”

And | looked a him, turned sdeways, and knew that he was a man who gave away nothing. He had
ruled Silistra so long, so well, so slked was the hand of stedl, that few upon the outside concelved him to
be a living being. They quoted him, venerated chadra, threw yristera to guide them in ther lives. They
thought him more a force than a man, some long-dead priest of justice and truth.

And that priest of jusice and truth cornered me againg the window, that | might testify to his
manhood and be blessed by his use.

When it was over, he dept, and | lay beside him, rubbing my hipbones. | thought long of fear and
love, and wondered how | would have fdt about him had things been otherwise. But they were as they
were, and | found no solace in such speculation. | turned and lad my head againg his shoulder. He
growled in his deep, and my heart scrabbled for escape. Partly wakened, he put an arm across my chest,
pulled me to him. Haf-thrilled, haf-terrified, | lay hardly breathing. Alone so long, | had dreamed of just
this Yet, he had structured my experiences to suit him. Doubtless, how | fdt now was more his choice
then mine. | fdl adeep findly, upon the uneasy concluson thet love, no matter what its roots, feds red



when it is upon one. There seemed to be, then, no way to test it, for | loved my life the most. If Khys had
taught me not dl of love, he had taught me what he desired, and that would keep me dive. If he kept me
dive, he could have my body, my mind, my love. | would ded, somehow, with my fear. Perhaps, |
thought, drowsing, | might even wake up free of it. And | dreamed | saw with the Keepress, she dl | had
ever envisoned her—magnificent, haughty, her skin and eyes aglow with the father’s fire. Upon a barren
crag, she sat with me. Khys, she said, deserved better. |, she judges, shortchanged us both, with my
conception. | argued that it was not my conception, but that put upon me by others, those around me.
And she stood and stalked about that peak, vitd, uninhibited. She demanded to know the identity of her
who inhabited my body. | was awoman, born to flesh, she stormed. Femde by hirthright, she caled me,
and dedf to the law within. | am no animd, | raged. Then you are not of the living, she said, and knelt
down, her wide-set molten eyes glowing, her tiny winged brows knit with concern. The wind whipped
around her, keening. It reminded me of my place, and before whom | sat.

So did the Keepress come to me, and adjure me not gansay mysdf. Live your heritage, she
demanded fiercdly. Do not make judgment, only listen, and live. Make no less of yoursdf than you are,
and she turned me within, to see the fullness there.

And when Khys woke me, entering me from behind, | found a different way to move againg him. As
the Keepress, | leaned into his cupping hands, clutched him, let my body couch him, uncongtrained. | was
not disgppointing, to him or my brazen sdf.

“Perhaps one should not query such a gift,” he said, wiping swesat from his upper lip, “but one may
aurdy remark upon its qudity.” His eyes narrowed to dits.

“Did | not please you?’

He laughed. “Is that what you cdl it?’

“I loveyou,” | reminded him, running my hands over my taut belly.

“You assured me of that before we dept.” Hisfinger touched my lips. | nipped it.

“l had adream,” | said, remembering.

He cocked his head. “May you have them more often,” he said, after a pause. But he stared at me,
disquieted. He reached out a hand, caressing, and my body legped, joyous to his touch. He took his
hand away and rose up on his knees.

“Stup,” he said.

| curled my legs around me, leaned upon one draight arm. It was not my way of Stting, nor a way
Khys had taught me. My breasts and bely, and the curves of my hips and waist, were wel displayed. |
threw my hair over my right breast, and it fal between my dightly parted thighs

He surveyed me minutdy. | found it exdting, that he looked at me so.

“I have metings” he sad findly. “They will take the rest of the day and most of the evening” His
voice was levd, only.

“Take mewith you, please,” | begged, wide-eyed, leaning forward. “1 would not be here done. | will
do nothing to displease you.”

He rose up without answer. | waited, fallowing him with my eyes, my bresth held. Near the hidden
bookshdlf, he pushed back athda pand. From within it, he took a night-blue robe, and dark breech, and
sanddls. | wondered how many of the common-held forereaders he had couched. Doubtless, many. |
found a joy in his movements, that of awoman's eyes upon afine mae.

Bdting on his chad, he came around to face me, his arched brows dightly raised. “I think, upon
another thought, that | will dlow you to accompany me. What rises within you has taken my interest.
Clothe yoursdf.”

| bowed my head, amiling, and went searching my one garment. When | had tied it at the neck and
hips, he beckoned me close.

Amusement flickered in his eyes. He looked me up and down and bade me turn. Then he untied the
skim's strap, knotted behind my neck, and relied it loosely. He pulled the second tie tighter across my
hips.

“It will have to do,” he said. “I mus get you some other garment if you are going to St to council.”
His manner drove me deep into my meager store of Stothric teachings, where | searched the ice of



distance to soothe my indignation. He did not fal to mark it.

“Be dlent,” he admonished. “Be obedient. If you do not perform creditably, | assure you, you will
regret it.” His hand went around my throat. By it, he pulled me roughly againg him, into those arms that
could have crushed me lifdess.

“Yes, dharen,” | breathed when he released me. | shivered.

Beside him, | walked with attention, proudly. Unaccountably, | laughed a my fears. Doubtless, he
might kill me. Rightfully, 1 feared him. All women fear such men, who know them. Such men, who do not
fear themsdalves, mugt aways be feared. But that, also, is the attraction of them, the fearsome ones, who
take from us what is only such men’s to take, and not a woman's to give. A woman may give her body,
but a man mus demand the rest, that which is his done. A woman, Khys once sad, is like
owkahen—the time coming to be—which is either what a strong man may make of it or what a weak
onewiil be made by it.

“Heed yoursdf, Edri,” he advised, cryptic, as he stopped before a door and reached across me to
push it open. His robed am brushed my breasts, and they responded. | had been consdering
mysdf—waking the most priveleged keep at the Lake of Horns, beside the dharen of dl Siligra At the
will of such aman, my best would never be too much. Even Edri the Keepress, my namesake, who had
found hersdf often overqudified in her dedlings with men, had, before this man, fdlen. She would, 1 was
sure, have approved of me, in my new perspective. My freshly wakened body preened itsdf, much
aroused.

The room behind those thada doors was seven-cornered. One great window, dark-hung, looked out
upon the Lake of Horns. The calling, high above our heads, was of hammered gold, ruddy and gleaming,
lit by clusters of entrapped stars.

| found mysdf trembling, chilled, asif the cool gol under my feet was ingtead colored ice. Upon that
grange symbol, of a burding spird, | turned, dowly, ful around. Khys, by the window, watched me
intently. Again | surveyed it, that empty hdl of gold and thaa. At either Sde of the double doors stood
high-chdded arrars, lake-born by thar firelicked skin, dill as statues, in the blue-black of Khys's
service.

The dharen cdled meto him. My limbs, as | obeyed him, seemed numb.

“I have been here before,” | murmured to him, and the room took my voice and returned it to me,
louder, echo-edged.

“In your dreams, doubtless,” the dharen said, indicating that | should kned before the window.

As he taught me, | sat there, upon my hedls, my head bent, my mind whirling. After a time, | was
conscious of his eyes no longer upon me, that he went and spoke with his attendants.

And then began the audiences. As each man was announced and presented to him, the supplicant
kndlt before the dharen and put hislips to the master’ s ingtep, as | had been taught to do.

The firg of them, a Day-Keeper, was named Rigran, dharener of hide diet. Attired as a Dardi
builder, with his red-haired head shaved in the laterd dripes of the period of higory in which he
gpecidized, he made obeisance to Khys, who did not see fit to dlow him to rise, but kept him upon his
knees the whole time.

Of Adtrig, the high Day-Keeper spoke to the lord of his kind, and of those problems he faced with
some who had taken helsars there.

And Khys was displeased. He adjured the dharener to send him no more excuses, no matter how
inventive, as to why he could not dedl with the hdsar stuation himsdf. And of his misdeeds, was Khys
aware. Crudly, as Rigran attempted to explan himsdf, did Khys restrain him. Remembering the horrors
of the dharen’s flesh trap, | fdt compasson rise up in me for the Adrian dharener. Helsars, Khys
indructed him, were not to be apportioned. Those that lay dill upon the plain of Adria awaited certain
individuds, for whom they had been intended.

And the dharener Rigtran, head bowed, only listened as Khys ingtructed him to open his school to
those who had taken hdsar teachings, or were about to take them. The dharener objected. He wanted
No servers, No coin girls, no weapons masters of threxmen, in his care.

“What am | supposed to do with them?’ he inquired, his voice aremble with fear and rage, dill upon



his knees.

“Train them, form them into a group, use them. At least that,” Khys ordered, obsarving that though
some who had taken helsars could barely read or write, they would soon be possessed of much grester
kills. Further, he demanded an accounting of dl those involved in helsar studies. He would have it, he
indructed Rigtran, within a pass. And then, in his most formidable voice, he informed the dharener that he
was aware of attempts by those of hide diet to dam certain helsars, without regard to ther rightful
partners. If, said Khys, he heard again of such misdeads, he persondly would put Rigtran in a band of
restraint.

And the dharener looked up a him in dishdief. And a me, with an expresson | could not name. |
saw his limbs suddenly tremble, as Khys released his flesh again to his control. Stiffly he rose to his feet
and backed the long way to the thaa doors, his eyes lowered, deferentid.

The second petitioner that day, Brinar firg fourth, was admitted even as Risran made his exit. To
him, a man cdled Brenath, adviser to Wdl Adria and Port Adrin, the Wdl’'s dependent city, Khys
dlowed, as he begged, certain ad in the rebuilding with which he was concerned. | learned, shifting there
upon my aching knees, much of the state of Wdl Adtria. | learned that in the holocaust of Amarsa, *695,
the coadline of Adria had been markedly dtered. The Liason's Port, where off-world ships are
accommodated, was only now ready to be reopened, in its new location. Also | heard tdl of the new
Well-Keepress, a forereader, hide-born, who had been ingdled there. And my discomfort,
unexplainable, was such that Khys turned from the supplicant, his eyes, haf-lidded, eoquent warning. |
twisted my fingers together and sought to cam mysdf. The woman, named Yrisa Atge digt Vedrad,
was surdy no concern of mine. Yet, mention of her, and her ingdlaion as high couch, discomfited me.
Once more Khys turned. | saw him through tears, blurred, come upon me unbidden. That he might not
chagtise me, | put my face to the gol. He turned away once more. | found, when my resentments had
cooled, that | had drawn blood with my nals upon my pams.

The next to seek him was a man high among Sayers, Rin diet Iron, of the Sayers Seven of Adria
He was a much-scarred, grizzled veteran, in the end of his prime, and his distaste for the bending of knee
and kissng of foot Khys required of him was ill-concedled. The Sayer's eyes kept returning to me, and
they were blue and troubled when | met them.

He spoke, dso, of hesars, a Khys's prompting, abstractedly, as if he had forgotten why it was he
hed come here, and wished he had not done so. He explained, with the aid of a man unused to problems
beyond his power to solve, the perplexity of his men.

“Helsar tdents” said Rin diet Iron, in avoice raspy and solemn, “seem more a hindrance than help to
those Sayers who have acquired them. And when one needs them, in deding with renegades dso
possessed of such skills, the carnage accompanying ther use waxes out of proportion to al sense of
fitness. | have seen men hurl chunks of mountain a each other. | have seen atercations between two take
thirty to their deaths. The sort around Adria is so complexly muddied from dl who wander about
owkahen, none can get any use of it. My men whet their blades and long for the days when they could
use them. Only a few find their new weapons welcome, and study their use. Most, mysdf among them,
fed this whole Stuation unseemly. | would be rid of these gifts, but if | were somehow freed of them, |
would be at the mercy of those who widd them with no consciencel” He stopped, spread his hands
wide, dropped them. It was obvious he fdt that even Khys had, for him, no solution.

Khys ingructed him to send, in groups of twenty, his troubled Sayers to the Lake of Horns, to stay a
pass, each group, and take indruction.

Dismissed, the Sayer got diffly to his feet, backed wordlesdy from Khys's sght.

The fourth supplicant was an off-worlder. | looked a him with interest, having never seen a
M’ ksakkan. He had no horns or tendrils, no tufted ears. His skin, except for an dlive cast, was much like
Sligran skin. He was not amdl, as | had conceived M’ksakkans, and his har was harth-black.
Ponderous he was, and overly muscled for my taste, with eyes like dirty ice. He wore a tight-fitting,
grangdy cut breech, black trimmed with gold, and a white tunic under his Silistran cloak. As he waked
toward Khys, | saw that he limped pronouncedly, favoring hisleft side.

When he raised his eyes from Khys's feet, he stared a me openly from under bushy brows. |



graightened my back, medting his gaze. My legs ached so from gtting upon them, | could think of little
dse

His name was Khaf-Re Ddlin, and he was Liason Firg to Sligra | had heard of him. He was
before Khys with aformd request for inquiry into the complicity of a certain Sayer who had been upon
hishome planet, M’ ksakka, at the time of the M’ksakkan adjusters death. His fear of Khys, | decided,
must be second only to my own.

The dharen strode around him, where he knelt upon the spird set into the gal floor. He suggested to
Ddlin that he look among his own for his culprit. He had, he said, been informed of the manner of the
M’ ksakkan's death, and found it not Silistran.

Ddlin, diffident in the extreme, pleaded for a statement to send to his superiors.

That statement Khys gave him, an observation upon the harmonic workings of the Weethers of Life,
caused him to cringe upon his knees. Thrice | caught his eyes upon me, and it seemed that he found me
offendvein hissght.

Khys aso noticed, and bade hm explain his fascination, at which time the Liason begged to be
excused. The dharen alowed it.

“Hold the rest,” he ingtructed those who attended his doors, and strode across the chamber to where
| knelt battling the strangeness that threatened to engulf my sanity. | firs knew it when he put the flat of
his hand on my head.

| quailed benegth his touch, fearing flesh-lock, discipline ... | knew not what. My mind, despite my
best efforts, wasfilled to overflowing with resentment and hatred.

Instead, he bade merise. And | fdt camed, my hodlility fading as circulation returned to my numbed
legs. | rubbed my knees. “What think you of our Liason?’ queried Khys.

And | fdt invaded, and did not bother to answer im doud. He had his answer, | knew, from my
mind.

His aristocratic face expressonless, Khys toyed with his chad.

“You asked to come here,” he pointed out. “Shdl | return you?’

“Tomy confinement?’ | spat. “No. | would rather even this”

And heindicated that | take up again my place before the window, which now showed the sun’s set.
Agan gtting on my heds, under his scrutiny, | flushed hot with shame. A decoration for his audience
room, | had become. And | fdt much-fdlen, though from what, | did not know.

He strode, his dark robe swirling around him, to the arrars at the doors. One, nodding, l€ft the
audience chamber. The other crossed his arms over his chest.

Sx more men kissed the dharen’s feet that evening, seeking his favor, his council. The night stars
glittered in the moonless sky before he was through with them. My stomach growled and rolled upon
itsdf. It occurred to me that the dharen might not fed hunger, that such a man perhaps did not need food.
But | knew different, from anight | had supped with him. And then | was not sure at dl that that night had
ever occurred. Looking at his back, | seemed to see the burding spird there, scintillant. And he was
another, so great that Khys was only a poor copy. Around me, | saw not thala but thick-leaved greenery,
and above me was not gold, but the glory of the universe, not pdtry astime lets us see it, but brilliant and
much multiplied, its beginning and ending and dl motion between chronicled there,

And | found that my hands squeezed my head, spread-fingered, and that | rocked back and forth,
maoaning softly, with Khys's concerned face close to mine The tenth supplicant was no longer in the
chamber, and the two arrars stood just behind their master, eyes digant.

| could not ook at him, though he demanded it. When | did, his features danced and changed in the
mig. | heard my own voice, begging ad. | am not here, | thought desperately. The dharen’s fla pdm
cracked my head to one Sde, then the other. | barely fdt it; rather was | conscious of the different Sghts
before me.

Then | saw that golden celling, and the entrapped stars upon it, and knew that he carried me, for they
were where the floor should be. Then | was not there, but elsewhere, and | bore that beast again, saw
the cord between us cut, heard it scream.

It screamed and screamed. | fet something upon my mouth, and the screaming, merafully, stopped. |



heard my name, and forced my lids apart. And closed them tight againgt what | saw. But he would not let
me be. | could fed him, within me, working. | fought him. Better to drift, forever. He would not dlow it.
He was stronger than 1. He pulled me back. | fdt the couch slks under me, and knew my chance was
log.

“Edri,” sad Khys, “look a me”

| did so. His face did not dance. The mig did not obscure him, nor the expanse of his keep, nor
Carth, whose worried face peered over his shoulder.

“No.” | denied it dl—the madness, the hatred, the other | had seen. “Hep. Please hdp me” |
pleaded, in the face of what | feared most of dl.

“Edri,” said Khys. | met his eyes, unressting, that he might hed my accursed madness. And it was as
if one stood over a clear, bottomless wdl in which the sense of one's life floated, waiting to be dipped
and drunk. | fdt my heart rate dow, my blood chemistries come into balance. His fingers came together
a the base of my spine | partook of his strength. His face, as he worked, was trandfigured,
compassionate.

He sat back, again dharen of Slidra “Rise” he directed. | did, and dizziness assaled me. But the
keep did not dissolve, and Khys's grasp on my arm was very redl.

“Thank you, Carth,” said Khys, not turning. “Send Vedrast my apologies. | will not be long here”
And Carth, his brow dill furrowed, left by the outer doors.

“Now,” he sad gravely, “let us discuss what has just occurred.”

“l could not hdpit,” 1 whimpered. “I am trying. Surely you know that. | cannot help it.”

“Thereisno way out. Thereisno way but mine. There has never been.” He spoke to that within me
which 4ill defied him. “I will not dlow another of these fits. Y ou will, should you repeat this performance,
find yoursdf once more stripped, and | will start anew.” And though | did not know then what he meant,
the fine hairs on my body raised themselves. | clenched my teeth to stop their chatter.

He amiled grimly. “Your sendng is truly superb. The wordt is yet to come.” He patted me delicately
upon the head.

At the door, he looked back a me. “Have a pleasant evening,” he said. “Tasa” And | heard the
tumblers dick as he locked the doors behind him. The stars dimmed.

| sat there, stunned, for atime. Then | went and tried the doors, both those to the hal and those to
my chamber. All were secure. Thetraill gear and weapons were no longer upon the milky gol table. That
pand 1 had seen him push inward did not respond to my touch.

| poured mysdlf a bowl of kifra, to stay my shaking limbs and drive the chill from me. Sorely | had
displeased him. | wondered what the night enths held in store.

“Itisnot far,” | said doud, tossng the empty bowl to the rust-toned mat. It was not right for him to
punish me. Surely the madness was punishment enough. | went to the windowed alcove, stared out at the
night. The dty was reflected in the lake. Another time, | would have been taken by the view's beauty.
There was awind, bobbling and rippling the lake' s surface and the lights upon it. How long | sat with my
leg thrown up on the dll, | do not know. At one point | stripped off my skim and threw it, petulant,
among the cushions. At another, | thought | heard footsteps, and hurriedly reclamed it, tying it as Khys
preferred, tight over the hips, loose @t the breasts. The knots of queasi-nessinmy stomach | atributed to
50 long without food. | was dozing, my shoulder pressed againg the cool pane, when the doors opened.
| did not turn. The caling stars acknowledged him. | continued to stare into the night.

He came up behind me, in the dcove amid the cushions. Taking a deep breath, my sweeaty pams
clenched, | turned to face his anger.

And pressed back againg the window; Khys had made good his word.

Before me stood the arrar Sereth. He wore a night-dark robe, loosdly belted. Shadows hovered in
his hollow cheeks, danced in the scar that traced its way from temple to jaw. Khys's height, but spare
was the dharen’s most deadly weapon.

| went down on the cushions to him, my lips to his instep, as Khys required. Abruptly, he jerked his
foot away. Confused, my knees resing on my own hair, | stared up a him. He squatted down by my
gde



“Do not fear me” he said, tossing his head. His hand found my shoulder. It seemed that his fingers
trembled. “He asked me to come here, to use you.” His voice, through unmoving lips, was very soft. “I
will nat, if you do not wishit.” So gently spoke this man who ripped out throats with his bare hands, who
got well-women with child and refused them. A deep V formed above his high-bridged nose.

| studied him, his clenched jaws, his tight-drawn face, dl line and bone and scar. And | peered close,
a those eyes searching mine. He was an arrar, | reminded mysdf. No doubt my thoughts were open to
him. “You are my punishment,” | offered timidly. “I will get worse, should | refuse to serve you.” My
words came out barely louder than his This man, whose touch | had craved in dreams, scared me
witless. He retrieved his hand, examined it asif it held the answer he sought.

“Edri,” he sad hoarsdy, “do you not a dl recdl me?’ He touched hisfingers to my chin, ran them up
my bruised cheek. His eyes narrowed as | flinched.

“I recdl you,” | whispered. “YYou once took me to my chamber. You would not stay with me. You
asked thet | leave you be.”

He stood, crossed to the kifra pitcher, scooping up my discarded bowl dong the way in an easy,
flud motion. He moved like a wild thing, not like Khys, whose dignity ever weighted his flesh. He
returned with two filled bowls and offered one out, hestantly, asif afrad | would refuse him. | reached
up and accepted it, trying to amile.

Those eyes took stock of me asif | were some carnivore s long-trailed dinner. Hungry was that gaze,
with a hunger | had never seenin aman.

He sat beside me, cross-legged, and sipped his bowl, holding it in both hands. His eyes never Ieft
mine

“How isit with him?’ he asked findly.

“Ashewishesit,” | said, looking into my kifra, swirling it around.

“Does he often beat you?’

“He sdldom does anything to me. Thisisthefirg | have seen him since before | birthed his son.”

He was slent, then. When he emptied his bowl, he took it and refilled it. | pondered, watching, what
hewould do if | refused him.

“l wonder”—he sghed as he sat once more—"if he wants me to move againg him. Y ou would not
know, would you?' His eyes were very bright. When he had drained the bowl, he threw it againg the far
wal so hard it rebounded to the middle of the room.

“Arrar;” | murmured, “it would be a kindnessif you would do wheat you came here to do. | would not
face hiswrath.”

“l doubt if 1 can,” he said dryly, and laughed, a 9ghing laugh like the winter wind rattling my tower
window.

“lam sorry,” | said. “I am afrad itismy fault.” And | got up on my knees and stripped off my sngle
garment. Before my nudity, he sat hard-eyed. It occurred to me that this man, who had once refused me,
doubtless had had better.

“Sereth,” | whispered, “I will try very hard to please you.”

He ran hishand across his brow. Then he unbelted his robe, shrugged it off his shoulders. Seeing him
inhismaeness, | shrank back.

“Come here, litle one,” he said, and took meinto hisarms. “So long,” he groaned, his head buried in
my breasts. He called me by name, repeatedly. After he had spent himsdf within me, he raised his head,
and his eyes were red and swollen. | had never seen amean cry in orgasm. Khys certainly did not. And he
hed groaned strange sounds while about his stroke.

Helay hdf upon me along time, his face buried in my har, ungpesking. My fingers traced his chald,
soldered around his hips, touched the carapace of musde there. Wandering, they found themsdlves upon
awide scar running dong hisright side. He took my wrigt, pulling my hand away.

“You got that upon the plain of Adtria, did you not?’ | asked oftly.

“Egri?’ he queried, suddenly leening over me, his knees at ether side of my hips.

“You are very famous, you know. And very different from Khys”

He sghed and kissed my forehead lightly. “It is good to be with you,” he said, riang. “I only wish |



understood hisintent.” And he went to the window, sat with one leg thrown up on the sl

Upon impulse, | joined him there, my fingers finding work upon the knotted muscles of his shoulders.
Leaning into it, he laughed softly. “We have come to a strange pass, you and |,” he remarked.

“Arrar, do you not read thoughts?’

“Not when | can hdp it. And not those of a woman.”

“l read Carth’s report to Khys concerning you,” | offered.

“Did you?” He did out from under my hands. “What did it say?’

“That Khys should ather diminate you or seek to pacify you in some way.”

“This dtuation could be part of ether,” he said after atime, in a voice like sted scraping ice. “You
have risked his anger for me. Why?’

| regarded my ankles, sunk amid the cushions. My fingers attacked each other. | had doubtless done
0.

“I do not know,” | murmured. | sat beside him upon the sl our thighs touching. “They say | an mad.
Sometimes | am. | often do and think things that make no sense.” Though | tried to hide my disquiet, my
voice was husked and shaking. He put an am around me, and | laid my head upon his shoulder.

“You are not mad,” he whispered, dmaost angrily. “It is only what has befdlen you, and the way he
uses you, that makes you think so.”

“Inhisway, he caresfor me” | excused him.

He spat aword | did not know.

“What does that mean?’ | asked him.

“It means that Khys cares for nothing but his hesss—Nothing.”

“Doyou think,” | ventured, suddenly near tears, “that he will let you come to me agan? The room
flickered. | fought it and the aching sadness that came upon me. For amoment | saw him differently in my
mind—at another time, another place.

“l do not know,” he said, distant. “I will if I can.”

But | cared no more for the answer. | did from the sll and curled mysdf among the cushions,
sobbing. | heard my voice, begging his aid. And he gathered me up in his ams and rocked me like a
child, speaking to mein alanguage | did not know. When | was drained of tears, he again couched me,
savagdy.

“Clothe yoursdf,” he said, dapping me upon the rump. “I have done dl | can do for you.” He fished
up his breech, his robe, his sandals.

“Where are you going?’ | asked, tying my s kim about me.

“l am going to take you, as | have been indructed, to the dharen,” he said, his brown eyes intent
upon my face.

And though | tried to hide my fear, | know he saw it. | pulled my fingers from where they clawed at
the band upon my neck, smoathing the s kim over my hips with them.

His brows knit, he pushed me lightly toward the door.

“l should not,” he said, locking it again behind us, “ speak to you of these things, but | will. Do not let
him terrorize you s0. All masters pass. And you have, as a woman, certain congraints you might use
upon him. If | were you, | would do so0.”

| looked up a him, uncomprehending.

“I have loved you,” he added, low, “snce | fird saw you. We both live For now, that must be
enough. If ever | can ad you, know that | will surdly do so.”

And | walked upon awkward legs beside him, each footfdl a surprise as my weght thudded down. |
wondered what to do. Khys, who had fathered my child, had given me to this man, who would destroy
him.

“Khys is my couch-mate,” | reminded him, this stranger, before whom | had exposed my madness,
weeping and begging for ad. His hand kneaded the back of my neck as we passed through the hdll by
the hulion tapestry. And the touch reminded me of his way with my body, so different, so much more,
then the dharen’s.

| thought again of Khys, and by the time Sereth pushed open the doors to the dharen’s study, | was



trembling. Within that room, mura-cellinged, of thaa and silver, he sat at table with Vedrast. | knew the
room. My child had been conceived here—not upon one of the Sx narrow couches, but upon the sivery
mat, beneath the dark-draperied windows. Tapers were lit upon the round table, as they had been that
night, though clugters of entrapped stars hovered highin the keep’s four corners.

Khys and Vedrast rose, bringing their bowls with them, and seated themselves upon the thaa-toned
couches. Sereth propelled me gently forward.

| went to the dharen, brushed my lips againg his sandal, sat back upon my hedsfacing him.

“St down, Sereth,” ordered Khys, indicating a place a his right. Sereth did down upon his spine,
crossing hisarms over his chest, his head low.

Khys's glance met Vedrast’s, who now lounged supine on the couch to the dharen’ s |eft.

| shifted, and he took note, scowling, as he turned to Sereth.

“How did you find her, arrar?’ asked Khys solicitoudly.

“Much diminished,” he said, dmog inaudibly, medting Khys's gaze, unflinching.

“But not so much so that you would not again couch her,” Khys predicted, over steepled fingers.

“No, not that much,” Sereth agreed. His face was pae with concentration.

“You did wel for me, in Dritira. And in hide diet, that which you did outshone my brightest hopes.
From what you did upon M’ksakka, there have been repercussions, but through no fault of yours. We
were hoping that this'—and he indicated me—"might please you. We are not ungracious” His eyes
bardy open, Khys dug at Sereth. And that one's scar grew livid, and his body diffened. Sweat glistened
upon his face. But he did not take his eyes from Khys's. Between them, the air grew wavery, sparking
sporadicdly.

Vedrast stood abruptly, his shoulders hunched, his face distraught.

And then, amazingly, Khys laughed out loud, and extended his hand to Sereth.

The arrar wiped his sweat-dlicked face before he grasped it.

“When would you like thisthing done?’ he asked.

“Now!”

And even as Sereth sprang from his place, Vedrast seemed to shake off his paralyss, whirling. They
grappled briefly, Sereth’'s am at the man's throat from behind. His other hand, | saw as he kicked
Vedrast’s legs out from under im and dropped him to his knees, hed an open metd circlet.

Khys leaned forward with adgh as Sereth stepped back from Vedrast, whom he had put in a band
of restraint. That one, upon his knees, clawed at his throat, groaning his negetion. | sympeathized with him.

“And what you just did for me” approved the dharen quietly. “I have been trying to get done for a
number of years.”

Sereth grinned at him, his figts upon his hips. But his eyes, upon the piteoudy moaning arrar, were
bleak.

“Take him, now, and dispose of him,” Khys ordered.

Sereth, no longer amiling, bent to the restrained arrar, speeking softly. He tossed his head and raised
the man up by force. Those eyes in that dack-jawed face were vacant. Vedrast, upon Sereth’s arm,
sumbled from the room, mewling.

| retrieved my fingers from my own throat, from my own tight band. Khys secured the doors Sereth
hed left gjar. Upon hisway back to me he reclamed a bowl, its contents spilled upon the mat, upset by
the arrar’ s sruggle. His movements were very different from Sereth’s.

Thewholetime, | had not moved. | am well-trained, | thought to mysdf wryly as Khys again seated
himsdf. | fdt very smdl and helpless before him.

“And what do you think of dl that has occurred, my little saisa?

“The man went mad when the band was put upon him.” | quivered, upon my knees.

“Shock, only. If he were dlowed to live, he would accustom to the silence. He had a great tdent, and
the use of it for more than a thousand years.”

“And you needed Sereth to do it?’

Khys laughed. “1 am 4ill atempting to test that man’s limitations. Only such as Sereth, with his oddly
developed kills, could have restrained Vedrast. He has had that band, keyed to his touch, ready, snce



he returned from M’ ksakka. But he did not know for whom it was intended.” He chuckled, stretching. “I
have long desired to see im work his craft.”

“You vaue him highly,” | commented.

“l have appraised him farly. One mugt see what is, no maiter how markedly it differs from one's
expectations.”

And then it was that he turned his atention upon me, blatantly invading my mind. Crudly he visted
himsdf upon my memories, upon my couching of the arrar. His probe | could not stop, as | had
Vedrast’s. When | tried to run, | found mysdf flesh-locked. Then | stood aside, within my own mind, and
docildly watched him take what he wanted from my experiences. And of dl Sereth had said to me, Khys
apprised himsdf. And of how it was for me a the arrar’ s hands, did he take note.

When he released me, | let mysdf fdl forward, lying passve until the tremors attendant upon flesh
lock had passed. An informer upon the arrar Sereth, he had made me, and even upon mysdf. How, |
demanded of mysdf desperately, can one live this way? And my thought reverberated in the hollow,
ringing emptiness within me, coming back unchanged, unanswered.

He cdled me. | rolled upon my side and looked up a him, miserably. | had not the strength to do
more. Or the indlination. | waited, passive, for him to make known his will. There was no more rage or
horror or hatred or fear in me. | was only tired. One can fight just so long a bettle that cannot be won.

“Good,” mused Khys, asif to himsdf. “Soon you will be ready.”

I1: The Wages of Forgetfulness

| knelt upon the bursting spird, in that seven-cornered room, before Khys's council. Or upon seven
spirds, in seven such rooms, spaced the length and breadth of Silistra. One corner was empty. In one
stood Khys—his flesh-and-blood presence. In the remaning five, the flame-licked figures flickered,
behind each a window looking out upon the part of Silistrain his care. They were each in their places,
and here dso: the seven acoves, identicd; the seven spirds, overlayed; the five of Khys's coundil,
bicorporate. And I—was | seven dso, where | crouched upon the symbol that focused these widespread
keeps into one?

There was a feding to inhabiting that highly charged space, one of being enwrapped, encased,
embamed in crackling force. | wore no band of restraint. | had been sedated, but such was no longer
necessary. | seemed, to mysdf in my own vison, neck-deep in the congruent spirds, the ams twisted
around me like some greet ditsa | could see my breasts, my knees, the true spira upon the true floor,
only through the others, semi-present, atop it. | averted my eyes. The sensation brought upheavd to my
somach and water to my mouth.

The keep wrenched sideways, churned, and it was no longer Khys that was flesh, but another. My
knees were invishle, imprisoned, swalowed by the gal floor. Cold shriveed the edges of every cdl of
my body. The golden one amiled a me. Make heat, or die. Smple. | made it, usng the pain | fdt to
kinde the conflagration. The crown of my head was that fireés fud, and around the flames my
interrogator paced, appraisng. Damage he found there, and damage he did. Cringing, | received it, for |
knew not how to resist.

“Speak to me of the sevenfold spirit!” my tormentor demanded of me.

| could not. There was, within me, only a yavning chasm where he sought. But he brought to be in
that place a blue-glowing spark, and by the light of it, to him certain things were reveded. And |
watched, without understanding, as he took what pleased him of those truths, for they were in a language
| did not know. Written upon the wals of soul, sequencers for the eectrochemica devices of power lay
open to him. Within me, they had long lain. Great shocks of force ripped at those wals—hlinding hest;
and what remained was melted, charred. The wreckage dripped, seaming, as | was passed to another
hand.

The second’ s touch was as smooth as gol, and he bade me fear him not, but make for him certain
gtatements of mind that he called shaping. At hisbidding | saw a scarred place with those kills encysted
beneeth, but | could not do more than gape. Once, | might have shaped. My ears heard a walling, and



knew it mine. Kindly, gently, he passed me to the third.

And | was more deeply imprisoned within the spird a that on€'s hands, my substance agan
soreaming as it was dragged into another realm, where the physical third held court. It was his pleasure to
dismantle, within me, a certain projection of my being, like tenuous water-cast gold extending out into the
unborn time. As he was about it, awind came up, roaring. Extrusons of gde whipped around him, bound
him there. The fourth hastened to aid him, weighted down by the others, whose hands were dl joined
across the abyss wherein the wind held one of ther number captive. Straining, they extricated him, a
molecule a atime, from chaos.

Then did Khys redam my flesh into his redm. | heard the fifth, who had gansad any further
exploration of me, tirading unintdligibly. Though | had no understanding of their words, | knew with a
certainty more chilling then the void-touch between their keeps that they debated my right to live. And
Khys stood for me, againg them, while | kndlt, dizzied, weakened, within the spirds whirl.

One by one, he reviled them. Layer by layer, the spirds thinned, vanished, each with the window
acove and its occupant, urtil there was only one window in the seven-cornered keep, only one man
regarding me, and only one spird, that upon which | knelt.

| took deep gulpsof air, fighting nausea, as the room rotated dowly Ieft to right. It did not cease until
Khys stood before me. As he approached, he seemed to float leftward, disappear, be again, closer. |
lad my head upon my knees and moaned, for | knew that he would put the band of restraint again upon
me. | did not move to stop him as he brushed hair from my exposed neck and dipped it around my
throat. Almogt, | craved the slence, the isolaion, the peace of the band. | pressed my forehead againgt
my knees, my pulse thunderousinmy ears.

They had shown me what | had been. And what remained of those strengths | had once been
pleased to employ, they had checked. | had let them, in fear of his displeasure, in weakness, born of
what | had become. No dreams did | harbor now about what | might be, should Khys take the band of
redraint from me. Whoever | had been, that one had had great taent. But | had been made safe during
my assessment.

Khys, who had taken a dlean date and written upon it what he chose, who had rescued a wounded
animd, maimed and broken, and domesticated what was l€ft of it, had saved his creation from extinction.
So thoroughly had he conditioned me to him, so completely was | his, | had not been able to conceive
resstance to hiswill. Not even in the face of extinction had | done so. | wondered why | did not bleed.
Surdly, blood should flow from my nose and ears, wel up in mouth, and ill out onto the spird from my
ruins. Why could not the charred remains of my kills be smdled upon the air?

“Edri, cease this” he said, rasng me, unresgting, to my feet. | lad my head againg his shoulder,
taking comfort in histouch, his support. He had saved me, after dl, from death. What worse would have
befdlen me, a their hands, if he had not stopped them?

“It was the only way,” he said gently, and | knew somehow that he was regretful. “What was
destroyed was partly of our making. Y ou have been made sdfe, it istrue, but for your benefit.”

| said nothing, only leaned againg him. He stood atime, holding me thus, slent.

“You undergtand so little” he murmured to me. “If you had no defense againg us, from whence came
that wind? Truly, | tdl you, none can take from another that which has been by the father given.
Alterations may be made. Restraints may be gpplied. That, and no more may be done.” His voice was
thick with some emation | could not name.

He took me, that same day, Brinar second fourth, to the high chalder of the Lake of Horns. It was
late day, near to sun’'s set, when we set about it. Long had he lain with me upon his couch, only holding
me, as | had asked him. Even did he cancd his meetings and audiences, dl but two, whom he recelved a
couchsgde. And with them he was subdued, preoccupied. We took a med there, served us by a
deferentid, scantily clothed forereader, with the bronzed look of a lake-born. Upon her skin, a finger's
length below her collarbone, was a bursting spird, gdlittering—myriad tiny points of light upon her skin.
Khys bade her come near to me, had me run my hand over it, upon her high breast. The place was
amooth. The fed of it under my fingers was as dlken, oiled flesh. And yet, to the eye a microcosmic
universe rested there.



“Sheis one upon whom | have brought child, one | favored,” he said to me, when he had dismissed
her. “It ismy custom to so adorn my women. It ismy wish that you, also, bear my device.”

“It will be my honor to do s0,” | said to him, my eyes downcast. | fdt rage, that he had other women;
jedousy that she bore the mark of hisfavor; horror that | might bear it; fear that |, too, might someday be
relegated to such a menid pogtion. | pushed away my plate and rose. | had no appetite. His eyes
followed me.

| wondered if such a mark might be removed, and how many &t the lake bore it.

“No,” he sad. “Not, at least, by a forereader’s skills” His mouth quirked with amusement, he rose
aso.

“Doesit matter to you, so much, how many others there are? | have put much spawn onto Sligrain
my lifetime. | expect to put a good dedl more.”

| did not answer him, but went and lay upon the couch until he bade me make ready, tha he might
take me outsde. Thrice, during the seven days snce my couching of the arrar Sereth, had fitters attended
me, a Khys's behest. Among those garments he had provided were soft tas sanddls, a dusk-dark cloak
lined with shorn brist fur, and a number of lengths of slk and web-weave with appropriate dips and
cords. He chose for me from that selection a brown iridescent web-weave, and | fastened it behind my
neck and a my hip with two bronze dlips.

“I will ds0,” he said, his glance gpproving as | secured the cloak a my throat, “have put upon you
the chald of birthing fulfilled, and thet of couch bond.”

Gratefully | thanked him, pressng mysdf againg him, my cheek upon his blue-black tunic. He
laughed, and held me a arm’s length for a moment, bemused.

Atlong last | would bear chaldra. One woman, and one aone, can be in couchbond to a man, even
such a man as the dharen. | hardly saw the imposing hdls, the precious sculptures and tapestries that
decorated Khys's tower as we passed by them and through the huge bronze doors, inlad with golden
beasts, and out onto the broad archite steps, green as summer grass. The atendants closed them from
within, soundless.

“Wait,” | begged him, as he started down those gairs two at a time, his grip firm upon my arm. He
dlowed it, and | turned upon the steps and regarded the tower of the dharen, white, seamless,
unadorned, rigng a quarter-nerainto the fading day. The brisk breezes of harvest caressed me, the moigt
ar off the lake lifted my hair, whispered me secrets. Its footprints waved the lake's surface, gray-green
as the sky, cloudless above the forested horizon. From ground levd, those tiny decorations at the
lakeshore proved to be great soaring constructions, casting huge dark patches over the skittering water.
And the spaces between them, so amdl-seeming from the tower, were each a hdf-enth’s wak dong
archite ways set into browning grass.

We passed three parties upon our walk to the high chader, and each one stopped and bent to give
the dharen his due. Along the promenade, at lakeside, strollers were numerous, awaiting the spectacle of
un's siting over the Lake of Horns.

The high chalder, who worked his craft upon the bottom floor of the Hal of Chaldra, was expecting
us Inasmdl and luxurious chamber, thick-hung with blues and gold, did the master of chaders greet us.
Behind his thala desk were digplayed dl manner of chald-work, sngle strands, belts great and smdll.
There were chdds there knotted in every manner and worked in every dyle to be found upon
Slisgra—chdds | had studied from books, but never before seen.

“Khys, be welcome in your house” intoned the high chalder, coming around the desk to bend his
knee of his dharen. Khys raised him immediatdly.

The chader, a heavyst, fleshy man, wiped his hands upon his leather apron. His eyes gleamed as he
searched his pockets, his mouth twitching like that of a man with a fine humor awaiting his chance to
speak.

“Itis, you will see, quite unique” he muttered, both hands now searching benesth the apron. “Let me
just lay my hand upon it.” And his amile broke free of restraint as he brought his hands back into the
open.
“This’—he held out his closed fig to Khys, who extended his own hand, padm up—"is your birthing



chad. Itisonly superior.” He opened hisfig. A sensuous length of gold, solid as a ditsa, and as supple,
curled itsdf in Khys s padm. The dharen sernly inspected it, ralling it in his fingers. It was the width of a
hundred hairs. He held it out for my inspection.

| took it from him, pretending to examine it. | knew nothing of its qudity. It seemed to me
satisfactory. | nodded and handed it to the chader, whose eyes scrutinized me minutely, unabashed.

“Itisvery lovedy,” | offered.

“ThisisEdri,” Khys explained.

“Oh,” sad the high chalder, suddenly knowing, his glance now more than curious. And he turned
from meto Khys, and again held out his closed fid.

“Itistoo bad she cannot appreciateit,” he remarked, letting a strand fdl again into Khys's pdm. But
the sgnt of it took my breaeth away. It was a couchbond strand, technicaly, being structured upon a
frame of pinkish titrium. Four times the width of the birthing strand it was, a complex geometry of chan,
st in places with matched bloodred gol drops, each the Sze of an ey€'s pupil. Khys hed it a time,
tuming it in his copper fingers

When he raised his face to the high chalder, his pleasure was evident.

“Next to my own, Miccah, itisthefinest | have yet seen from your hand.”

The high chader preened himsdf, puffing out his chest and tucking his chins down againg his thick
neck.

“Then,” he said at lagt, “1 have only to enchad her.” Forthwith he set about it, employing tiny pincers
and athing like a knife that was instead a tool that joined the chad links permanently, seamless.

The chdder bade me gtrip. | obeyed him, sanding Sraight before his disinterest. Low about my wast
did hefit it, first threading the golden strand through tiny linksin the wider titrium chald, making them one.
His hair was very white, againg a blushed scalp, as he fussed upon his knees before me with his tools.
Khys watched him, abstracted, his fingers toying absently at his own great chald.

“And mark her, upon theleft breast,” he indructed the chader, as the man got awkwardly to his feet.
Miccah raised a pale, cowlicky eyebrow, and went behind his desk. When he returned, he had a cylinder
inhis hand. He rotated a whed upon it.

“Khys...” | started, and stopped. His eyes warned me, heavy-lidded, imperious. | would bear this
man's 9gn, upon my very flesh, for the rest of my life | regarded him, prepossessing, lordly, the
dark-garbed master of Silisra

“Itisnot painful,” said the chalder, testing the cylinder’s end upon his own forearm. He held it a time,
then again touched it to his own flesh. He nodded.

| found mysdf severa steps retreated.

“Stand very 4ill,” the chader entreated, low, “or you will have a blurred and imperfect mark.” And
before Khys s arch stare | did so.

The high chalder put one hand gently upon my left shoulder, and with the other pressed the cylinder
agang my left breast. | fet the bite of the myriad tiny needles the whed had exposed in the cylinder’ s tip,
hot and sharp, smelled a pungent odor. | bit my lip, that | might not whimper.

He removed the cylinder, took his hand from my shoulder.

“Do not touch it,” the chalder warned me, peering close to examine the raised affronted flesh beneath
my collarbone, “not until the morrow. Sleep upon your back. Good,” he pronounced, stepping back
from me. The mere breeze of his breath upon the mark had set my breast aquiver, burning. | blinked
back my tears, that | might see Khys, determine if my comportment had pleased him.

He regarded me, his possession, with his device burned into my skin for dl to see. He cdled me to
him, his expression noncommittd, that he might examine the mark.

“My thanks, Miccah,” he said after he had scrutinized my breast. His satisfaction, though | had
sought it, chilled. His amile was replete, triumphant, as he bade me clothe mysdf. | clipped the web-cloth
over my right shoulder, mindful of the chalder’s warnings, through haf-closed eyes, that | might not see
the mark, raised dinging upon my breast. | draped the cloak over me, clear of that place.

“When it has settled, your beauty will be much enhanced,” Khys remarked to me, his arm about my
wad as we took leave of the high chalder and descended the broad steps of the Hdl of Chaldra, into the



early-evening dark.

Under the crescent moon we walked, dlent. | could fed him within me, questing amid my mixed
emotions. He dtiffened, his cold probe doof, as he searched me. | had deemed it an honor, beforehand,
to bear hisdevice. | tried to retrieve, or at least Smulate those fedings before his mind's touch. But a part
of me sobbed, disconsolate, regardless of the dharen’s displeasure.

It came out of the night Sky upon snapping wings, growling, hissng, a black shadow that placed itsdf
between us and Khys's tower. Its great wings extended out straight, it snarled repeatedly, glowing eyes
unblinking.

| screamed. Khys silenced me, roughly thrusting me behind him. The beast arched its neck, growling,
its hindquarters twitching, its tufted tal lashing back and forth. The dharen stood cadmly before it, his
hends & his sdes, unmoving. The beast, head low, paced left. The dharen maiched him, keeping
between us. The hulion skulked to the right, hissing. Khys was ever before him.

“Edri,” said Khys softly, hisvoice urgent, “come stand beside me” | did so. The hulion sat upon its
haunches, its ears atwitch.

“We are going to wak by him. Be as cdm as you can. Think as contented thoughts as you can
manage.” And he took me againg him, as the hulion snorted and rose once more, and my legs threatened
to gainsay me ther support.

We assayed the passage, dowly. The beast reached out his huge head, swiffling as | came abreast of
him. So close did that moist muzzle come to me that its long whiskers brushed my arm. It paced us dl the
way to the sairs that led up into the dharen’s tower, its golden eyes glowing, its growling breath loud in
nmy ears.

“Jugt walk,” Khys snapped. “Do not look back.” But | did, as Khys dapped the knocker ringing,
and the hulion roared and roared, plaintive. It paced the length of the bottommost step, its gaze upon us,
gpesking in its dien tongue.

When the ponderous bronze doors were opened from within, the beast had its two front paws upon
the lowest gair, itswings hdf-furled. The attendants faces drained pae as its growls reached them. Khys
pushed me ungently within.

“Wat!” he ordered. “Watch her!” he commanded them, and turned and ran down the steps three at
atime

“No!” | objected, as the atendants pulled the doors shut. They turned, wary, one leaving the doors
to stand between me and the empty corridor at our rear.

“You need not fear for him, lady,” said he who was 4ill at the doors, amused. “One might rather fear
for the hulion.” He chuckled at his own humor, his thumbs stuck in his weapons belt, white teeth flashing
inhis black face.

| stood between them, breasts heaving, breath tremulous, waiting. What if he was wrong? My nalls
savaged my pams. What would happen to me, without him? At the mercy of those five others, | would
be. And without him ... | stopped my fingers just before they touched the spird new upon my breast,
curled them into afig, forced thet figt to my side. The black attendant stood very dill, his head cocked,
asif ligening. He no longer amiled. | licked my lips, sticky with concern for the dharen. As | did so, the
knocker’ s summons reverberated in the vaulted hall, and they opened doors to admit their lord.

Unscathed he was, composed, his aristocratic nodrils, flaring, the only Sgn of his agitation. | wanted
to run to him, but | did not; | only stood there with rdief running over my skin like sheeting rain. He eyed
me once, sharply, spesking low with his men. He touched one upon the shoulder, the black man, who
nodded and cracked the doors, .dipping out into the night.

He spoke no word to me, nor did he touch me as he strode down the corridor and | hdf-ran to pace
him. The tendons stood sharply corded in his neck, and his heavy lashes seemed to meet. Not until we
were within the baths, upon the underfloor of the tower, did the dharen’s mood lighten.

He lay long upon his bdly on one of the archite dabs, saring pensve at the hissng mound in the
crcular depression at the chamber’s center, at the steam rising from rocks piled there. The baths were
deserted, at this enth, when most would be about their moon’'s med. We were done but for those who
tended the steam and the bathers, and they, senang the dharen’ s preoccupation, had made themsdlves dl



but invisble

The steam, he had said, had heding properties, and would be good for me. It made that place upon
my breast throb, and fuzzed my hair, and the long strands, curling, stuck to my body and tangled and got
sopped with my sweat and the moisture in the air. Perched on the edge of the dab, | worked upon him,
as he had previoudy ingtructed me, with the hed of one hand and gathered fingers of the other, kneading
alsinto his skin. Rivers of perspiration meandered down my rib cage, across my bely, duiced by the
chdd there.

“Enough,” Khys decreed, when | thought | could not move my leaded arms again. | rubbed my eyes,
which itched and stung from the perspiration in them.

“l am inordinately pleased with you,” he grunted, gtting up and swinging his legs off the dab. He
reached out to the mark upon my breast, and | drew back.

“Trusz me” he said, and extended his pdm toward me, just over the mark. The hand took up a
rotating rhythm. That place tingled asif coal ar blew upon it, around and around. When he took his hand
away, the skin there was no longer angry or risen. It seemed, for the firg time, to glitter softly.

“Sill, you should not touch it,” cautioned the dharen, dipping off the dab.

“You were very cdm before the hulion,” he remarked, his glance sddong. He extended his hand,
amiling. As | took it, those thoughts which | had earlier quieted came again to my mind, of the hulion’s
fate, and my own. The steam and the heat had cdmed me. But | bore Khys's 9gn upon me, and within
me aso, as | had seen when he had gone out to meet the hulion.

“Did you kill it?" | asked, as he guided us through the wooden door and into the warmly lit resting
keep, where our gear lay, nestly folded.

“No.” He chuckled. “I did not even speak hardhly to it.” Over and over in my mind a thought chased
itsdf. | did not speak it to him, but his eyes hardened upon me. Taking a wet sponge from its bucket, he
threw it to me, that | might rinse.

He towded himsdf dry, took my arm, and led me wordlesdy to his keep. And through it, to that
mirrored prison keep that had been mine so long, stopping only long enough to get from his gear a length
of thick parr thong.

| looked at it, in his hand, at his face, so forbidding, a our reflections upon the mirrored wal. My
keep hed, as dways, only alow plain couch, one chair and a writing ledge below the window. The walls
and floor were Slver gray. Too long had | spent here.

“Strip,” he snapped. | did so, dropping my new finery about my ankles.

“Khys” | implored him, “do not hold againgt me my thoughts.”

“Cross your wrids at your belly!”

| did, and he bound them there, first to each other, then looping the supple parr thong around my
wais and tying the ends behind my back tightly.

“Thisway,” he grunted, “you will not tear a your mark in your deep. And you might consider your
ambivalence, and make some attempt to control it. Or meditate upon your place. It would please me if
you could learn to keep it.”

“Mugt you leave me here?’

“I will not spend this night in the tower.” He spun me roughly sdeways, so that my full figure was
reflected in the mirrored wal. Standing behind me, he put his arms around me, cupping my breasts in his
hands. | closed my eyes.

“Look at yoursdf,” he said.

| did not.

Histouch inggted. | leaned back againg him, watching my heset igniting, steam. My wridts, bound at
my waist, fought their bonds. My master’s Sgn, just above his fingers upon my left breast, shone softly.
Thechadd a my nave rustled as my hips began to move againg him. When | moaned and tried to turn to
face him, he pushed me to my knees, bade me say ill. As he Ift, he darkened the keep to a bare
dimness,

“Khys,” | whispered to him after he had gone, “what do you want from me?’ | kndt there, my need
raging, along time, lest he return and find that | had disobeyed him. The chad and his mark and my body



dick with rut regarded me. In the semi-dark, barely limned, I might have been any woman who bore
them. And | knew why, then, he had left me, hungry. Bound, upon my knees, done, | regarded her
whom | had cometo be, and | was further aroused. The mark, | found suddenly, awareness risng in me
with my lugt, excited me. And | shook my head, that 1 might shake the thought away. | wondered where
he went, if it was to the common-held forereaders he had gone. | resolved then that there would not be
another night that | knelt thus, while he used some other because | had been less than pleasing in his Sght.
Alone with my need, | chastised mysdf. If | could, | would have given my body rdief. His name went
ringing in my head. The fantasy of him, after a long, aching time, gave me what my bound hands could
not.

Gasping, little sated, | lay down there, upon the mat, and cried mysdf into a deep that was no
respite. That which cannot be given, he had taken. 1 saw him, in my dream, and he was indeed with
forereaders. Can you be even hdf of what they are? he demanded. Of what you once were? And |
spoke of love. Upon the word there came to be in that place another, who resembled me, and with her a
great hulion. She bade the hulion devour him. | found mysdf between him and those gaping fangs | saw
even the spittle and the ydlow fungus that bubbled and grew thick upon the beast’s tongue. She would
have pushed me aside, destroyed him. Upon dim bronze fingers she ticked off importunities for which she
would hold him to account. Khys's laughter rang inmy ears. And I, after each point she made, repeated
the same answer. | could not dlow it. Thetime, | told her, mugt be served, thewill of the father done. He
has gone too far, she thundered a me. And he then tired of the game. With a wave of his hand she was
bound and collared and marked by my side.

And | woke from the dream as her answering tirade was muffled by the gag that came to be in her
mouth, to find Khys's fingers loosening my bonds and the rays of fird light shining upon my face. My
body was cold, damp, my breasts heaving, asif | had run along way.

He crouched, naked, above me. | rubbed my white-striped wrists. Surdly it had been part of the
dream. My fingers explored that place upon my breast. The skin fdt unmarred. Heartened, | looked
there. It glittered againg my copper flesh, Khys's device, the bursting spird. He nodded. | would have
risen from my back. His hand silled me.

“| stood for you inmy dreams,” | murmured, haf-placating, haf-accusing.

“It took wdll,” he adjudged my brand, the qudity of it upon my skin, brushing my har back. He put
his knees upon the mat, bent, and kissed my breast there. “And the night's meditation did you good.” |
saw himrising, and knew that the mark pleased him, that he would use me. And | was grateful that | bore
it.

“Speak to me of what you have learned,” he suggested, his hand testing, then making more eoquent
suggestions. | did, withholding nothing of what | had come to fed.

“Congder it your heritage” He chuckled when | fdl dlent. “Long have you been destined for this
end.” And | would not have had it otherwise. Hisfind taking of me was once again upon my knees, from
the rear. | watched her couch him, wild-eyed, sweeting, dancing uncongtrained upon his manhood. She
moaned and begged and cried for him, her rhythms punctuated by breathless whimpers. Then he pushed
me forward from the waist, my head to the mat, and | could not see, but only receive his fierce thrugt.
For thefirg time, | heard Khys's lust escape hislips. It thrilled me, setting me once again aguiver, that he
hed cried out.

He did not let me rest replete, but stayed in me, rearousing my flesh. When he removed himsdf, too
soon, | was again beginning to tremble. He touched my risen nipples. | looked & him, and had no doubt
that he could have finished what it had pleased him to start. | rolled over, pressng my bdly againg the
mat. | caught his eyes, imploring him.

He rose and stretched, looking down upon me. “ Stop that!” he snapped. | silled my hips, with effort.

“Yes” | breathed, anguished. “Anything. Khys—"

“No. St. Do not touch yoursdf. | want you that way awhile”

| sat, as he preferred, my shoulders wel back. The ar swirled cool againg my blood-mottled skin. |
pushed my hair back from my face.

“Why?" He turned from the door and came back to stand over me,



“Isit not enough that | wish it?” he said quietly.

“Itisenough,” | murmured. Would he lock mein here again? Had | not wdl served him?

“You have the run of both keeps. Stay within them. | have much to do. This evening | will take you
with me, to a gathering of some amdl import.” His eyes narrowed, sparking. | fdt his intruson, his deft,
casud gppraisd. | sat very dill. And he was gone, out from both keeps, stopping only long enough to
gather up hisforma robes.

When | was done, | rose and went and lay upon his rust-silked couch, damming shut the doors to
my prison as | Ift it. Do not touch yoursdlf, he had said. The morning sun diced the keep into sections,
spilled over my turned hip. | rolled upon my bely and pressed mysdf againg the couch. If | disobeyed
him, he would know. | did not do so, only raged at him for what he had done.

| il lay thus when Carth, carrying a tas-wrapped bundle, entered the keep.

| sat up, dutching the rust slks around my body’s nakedness. But | could not cloak my mind's
lugting.

Tossing the bundle upon the couch, he sat beside me. Gently he pulled the couch cover from my
hands, that he might examine my mark. His mouth pulled inward at the corners. His brows met above his
eyes. He ran his hands over me familialy. He had never before touched mein such a fashion.

“No.” He smiled without humor. “I will not use you, now or ever.”

| wished he would go away. | turned my face from his dark-robed form.

“Soon enough, child, your wish will be granted,” he said dryly, tugging a the straps upon the tas
binder.

“l did not meen that, Carth,” | wailed, and threw my arms around his neck. All that one might fed for
afather, | fdt for the arrar Carth.

“And | did not mention it as threat or punishment. It isonly a fact. Long he has had me a your care,
assgning much vital work to othersin my stead. He evidently feds’—and he smiled sourly—"that you
are no longer in need of such sringent supervison. And | must say that, seeing you, | believe he is right.”
Hisfingers desultorily stirred the tas cover back, disappeared within the bundle.

“May | dress?’ | asked dully. My stomech pitched and rolled with loss. Carth, answerer of
quandary, soother of fear, Carth, the man whose approbation had sustained me, would be taken from
me. | would be done with the dharen. Oftentimes, this past set, his counsd had been invduadle in my
dedlings with Khys. How, | wondered, fearful, searching in Khys's wardrobe for a wrap, would |
manage without him?

| knelt down there atime, my pams pressed againgt my eyes, out of hissght. | calmed my pulse with
difficulty. Purposefully, as he had taught me, | sensed the pile under my feet, thick and soft. | tasted the
ar upon my skin, counted its waves. Thus was Carth's teaching for mentd distress. Upon this day, |
would show him | had learned it.

When | emerged from Khys's wardrobe, a white robe of Gaeshir sheer belted around me, he had
spread the contents of the bundle out on the rust Slk. There were three volumes, ors, bound in patterned
ditaskin. There was a gossamer-thin something, sunlight upon marsh mist, jeweled with dew. | touched it
with my fingertips. It was as stroking a wirraget’ s wing.

“Oh, Carth, it isbeautiful.” | picked it up, and it spilled the length of my body. Such a wrap, though it
could conced nothing, would much enhance any who woreit.

“Thank the dharen, when you see him.” The arrar was more than brusgue.

“Where is he? What is this gathering?’ | asked, dipping my am between two layers of the
web-work. It hugged my limb, overgleaming it with shadow-soft sparkle.

“He is meeting with his dhareners, and with those others who hold power upon Slisra This'—he
picked up one ors—"is what he gives them, why he had cdled them together.” Abruptly he threw one
book to me. | caught it, barely, opening it to the title page. Then | turned to the contents, scanned them. |
closed it, holding it againgt my waist.

“Why did you give methis?’ | asked.

Carth leaned back upon Khys's couch. His dark face was unreadable. He ran a hand through his
black curls.



“Not me. He. It is some part of his hest concerning you. He has ceased to confide in me so far as
you are concerned. | do not know why he wanted you to have it. With alesser man, one might say thet it
ishis newest creation, a work upon which he has spent more than a year, and he but desired you to read
it

“But you do not think it that smple” | sat besde him, regarding my toes peeking from under the
Gdeshir dlk.

“The dharen isanything but smple. Let it rest. All who bestow chaddra have today received from him
this volume upon the chaldra of helsars, and how it may be adjudged. Perhaps he would smply like you
to be able to make polite conversation. None will have had the manud longer than you. The dhareners
will be more confounded than you could ever be; not in twenty thousand years has there been a new
chaldric strand for which to drive”

| put the ors down, trading it for the next.

“Do you think,” | asked, touching Carth’s arm, “that he might let me test for one?’

Carth took a deep breath, regarded the midday upon the Lake of Horns through the windows. He
found the sght so intriguing that he left me, drew the rust draperies fully apart, and spent along time in
contemplation of the lakeside.

The second volume was entitled Hesting, the Primal Prerogative and was twice the thickness of
the fird. It was filled with odd diagrams and charts. | lad it by. The third was the Wellwoman's Ors,
written by the foundress of Wdl Adtria. To hold that in my hands sent thrills and tremors up my nerves.

“This” | whispered, hdf to mysdf, “I will read straightaway. | amin need of nothing more.”

“You had best work first upon the others, and save that for your leisure” decreed Carth, coming to
gand over me, shadowing the open book upon my lap.

“Why are you so somber. Carth?’ | wondered, looking up a him, wide-eyed.

He, back-lit, slhouetted, laughed harshly. Then he squatted down before me.

“My little one is grown up. | suppose | regret it.” He ran hisfinger down my nose, withdrew his hand.
“That woman' s trick proves it. Tonight you had better be as ready as he has deemed you.”

My own fingers rubbed my left breast. | swallowed hard. | had not missed Carth's eyes upon it, then
my face, lagly upon the band at my throat. Before dl Khys's high ones, | would be shown, banded,
marked. My skin turned hot as a bather’ sin midsummer sun.

“And with his couchbond strand at your waist,” Carth reminded me sernly.

| touched it, grateful for another thing to do with my problematical hands.

“You will not be the only restrained one present, nor the only woman bearing such a sgn. Tha
evewdling pride of yours may yet be your ruination.” He rose up, one hand upon his hip. Something in
his stance before me had changed. | was conscious of him as mde, as | had never been before. | shifted,
knowing my own moisture, my eagerness, my body’s response to his

“Itisyou that have changed, have grown aware. Get up. In this one ingtance, such enlightenment will
do little for you.”

“Where are you taking me?’ | said. Putting the Wellwoman’s Ors carefully upon the couch, | rose
obediently to follow him.

“Down into the common holding, that they may prepare you. Then to amed, if you would like”

“Cath?’ | asked him, pressing againg hisarm in the hal.

“Speak,” he dlowed, looking a me askance. He did not disengage my fingers.

“Will you be at this gathering?’

“Yes, dong with a number of other arrars.” 1 took my hands from him, faling sllent. Inmy mind | saw
another arrar, and those eyes, so disturbing, seemed to hover before me dong the corridors.

Out we went into the bright clear day, and dong the ways by the lakeside. Carth, asiif in reparation
for his bad humor, dlowed me to take up some rounded pebbles and dance them across the water. One,
| found, as | was about to fling it, had been woman-formed by the lake's congtant Igpping. | dried it upon
my robe and handed it to him solemnly, that he might have something by which to recadl me. He clasped
meto him, crushed the breath from my lungs. After atime he kissed me upon the crown of my head and
pushed me away. Though | asked him, he would not speak of what concerned him, nor of where he



expected to travel upon his pursuit of the dharen’ swill.

In the forereader’s tower lies the common holding, plush, eegant, dl in soft neutrd shades, as if fdl
hed come indoors, and inddled itsdf in that great hall. Across the clear floor we walked, within which,
set deep, were designs of colored earth that teased the mind and gave lightness to the spirit. | did not pay
the floor atention, nor the great striped ragony table that encirdled it, nor the furred and sueded and
tapestried cushions piled dong its circumference. At four places one might pass through the circle, across
the floor, and out again among a number of grouped couches. Only, | wanted out of that place. | hated
thefed of the gol under my feet, the dark doying scent that seemed to sweeten my tongue. Here | had
been ill-treated by those forereaders whose keep this was. Here | had seen the forereader restrained. |
blinked away the phantom of that dght, the room suddenly filled with bodies. Even could | hear the
musdans playing softly from ther cove, smedl the roasted denter upon the air.

Carth’s hand upon my shoulder, his sddong glance, warning, rebuked me. | chased the past from my
mind. We passed out of that hal into a cerulean passage of gold-flecked ornithdum, and through it to the
right, down two flights of stairs. At the stairs foot was an open door, into a large chamber, where Sx
women lounged upon a great pool, divided into three sections.

There, Carth, with an admonition relaing to obedience, handed me into the care of a forereader
whose name | do not recdl. | begged him wait, but he would not. The woman laughed, remarking upon
the discomfort of men before a woman's beautifying arts. If she had used them upon hersdf, | thought,
she mudt, aforehand, have been a horror to look upon. Her eyes, resentful upon me, bespoke how | had
fared in her assessment.

Gracioudy | amiled a her, and dlowed that she might, with dacrity, atend me to the best of her
ability. Upon the last word | made it clear with a lifted eyebrow that | doubted her ill. She flushed, and
stared pointedly a my band. | stripped off my robe, that she might see my chad and be made aware of
how | stood in the dharen’s eyes. As naked as she, | stood before her, tdler, finer, and with his chad of
couchbond, upon which was srung a fortunein gol drops, a my was.

Her smdl and overly squat body diffened. She was forced to crane her short neck to meet my eyes.
In them she found nothing but contempt.

No other word was spoken between us during the two enths it took her, with her two assigtants, to
make me ready. Findly, my body soothed with oils and my hair confined by ten tiny braids through which
were worked gtrings of fire gems, | was prepared.

| regarded mysdf in the mirror, my pubic har and nipples aglitter with a scintillant powder, my eyes
gilded, the nalls of my fingers and toes shaped and lacquered gold. Their avaricious looks, reflected in the
mirror behind me, brought a warm feding to my heart. Any of them would gladly have borne my restraint,
my mark, any indignity, to be possessed of such areflection. | amiled a mysdf, regarding my tongue as it
flicked out to moisten my lips. | turned dowly full about. Khys's device upon my left breast took the light,
pulverized it prismatic. Then | saw Carth there, and his expression was € oquent tribute.

The squat forereader brought my creamy robe and held it for me. Bdting it about me, | approached
him.

“What think you?’ | whispered, teasing.

“I think | had better feed you,” he mumbled.

| found his congternation delectable fare, but | only nodded and brushed by him, into the corridor,
that he might observe from the rear my begemmed mane.

“I have been thinking,” 1 informed him as he came up beside me, hisarm encirding my waist.

“About what you would like to eat, | hope?’ he said, turning into a Side passage of brown taernite.

“About the hulion that attacked us yesterday, and about wha was done to me by the dharen’s
coundil, and about the literature you gave me.”

“You mug be fatigued,” the arrar remarked.

“When they assessed me, one of his coundll undertook to dismantle a web that extended out from
me What was it?’

“A the dharen,” he evaded.

“I will not have your invauable counsd much longer. Please, Carth, do not withhold your aid from



me Wasit a het? It seemed to me to bear a resemblance to a diagram | saw in Khys's text.” | turned
my face to his my eyesimploring. He watched the floor before him, intently.

“Only can | say to you, it might have been. If it was, no matter; it exists no longer. As for those other
guestions you have, | am not empowered to answer them.”

“Will you not, this once, bend his rule upon you?’

“Not even thisonce.” And the arrar’ s face was as dark as | had ever seenit.

“Return me, then, to hiskeep,” | said, tondless. “1 would sudy the texts before | am called to him.”

“Asyou wish,” Carth said, reversing our direction in the passage.

All the way to the dharen’s keep we made in silence. When he had gone, | stood by the window until
| saw him pass dong the ways, in the direction of the arrar’s tower. He stopped and spoke awhile with
another, by the lakeside. Before them, on the lake's surface, a disturbance arose, as if unseen stones
skittered there. Far out upon the water, dmogt to the opposite shore, the lake skipped and danced. Both
men watched, it seemed, but neither had taken up stone or raised am to throw. After along time, they
separated, each headed the opposite way. And the water of the lake was becalmed, meditative.

| turned from the view, went and got Khys's texts from the couch, and settled with them among the
cushions. Long did | struggle with his discourses upon hesting, though | could make no attempt to put his
indruction to work. Khys defined hegsing as the introduction into experientid time of probability not
inherent in the sort. But | had little understanding of sorting, the forereader’s <kill. Stochastic
restructuring, or hesting, demanded apprehension of what was naturd to the time. | could not sort. One
mugt see the sort, the spread of probability, before one can dter it. | touched the band upon my throat,
ran my hand beneath the creamy Gateshir robe, over my |eft breast.

With the subject of helsars, | was a an even greater disadvantage. | had never seen one. | knew they
were materid things, amdl crystas that were akind of teaching aid to the skills of mind. | knew how they
had come to be upon this plane, having read the Keepress papers. But | scanned the maenid
stubbornly—the many adjurations and warnings and fail-safes Khys recommended—should one be
about that questing. For o it appeared to be—a journey, an exploration of a different redity. When |
sghed and rubbed my eyes, dtretching, | redized the ache in them was caused by the fading light and the
falure of the entrapped stars to recognize my presence and increase their glow.

| put down the treatise upon helsars and glared up at them, hovering, dim.

“Be bright, curse you,” | muttered at them, arrogant reminders of my mentd insufficiency. | was sorry
that | had pressed Carth, and thus lost his company.

| lay back upon the cushions, staring up &t the bronze scales upon the calling. | had no interest, | told
mysdf, in such a dangerous trek as Khys's guiddines revedled helsar teachings to be. | thought of Khys,
and wished he would come use me, release me from my frudrations. Upon the arrar Sereth my mind
dwedt aso, he who rode hulions. Possibly he would be among the arrars a Khys's gethering. The thought
cheered me. | gretched again, arranged my hair upon the cushions, closed my eyes. It might, | thought,
be alengthy evening.

Seep was not tardy attending me. But it was a deep restless and draining, during which it seemed
that | was cdled into a presence which named itsdf my father. | replied | did not know him. You may be
he, 1 dlowed, looking camly upon a man form, bare outling, from which star-stuff spurted and flared. |
was not afraid; rather was | filled with longing, and an ovewhdming sense of belonging. Let me stay, |
petitioned that darkness, which of a sudden had great glowing eyes. In each could be seen a universe,
soawning. Have | not done enough, been enough, suffered enough, to suit you? No. Bring me my fruits
he spoke without words, the sound of it great bell pealsinmy brain. Take it, and the father dso, | spat. |
would be free. And he laughed, and the gdle of it picked me up like paper and whirled me back into the
bondage of flesh. | had one last glimpse of that place, over which a great winged ditsa with fire-clawed
appendages hovered, itstall wound in the ascending lines of force that skewered the world in its care. |
heard its thrumming, sensed the harmonic it provided as it pulsed the gravitic song that binds the
substructure of space to the weathers of time. And then the song was gone, and the pulse dso, and | sat
up in the dimmed keep to see the stars and the new moon rigng, and the dharen, slent, leening over the
gd tablein the near-dark. | rose up. He noted it and lit the keep, rubbing his eyes. He had sat draining,



rather than wake me.

“Khys, you should not have let me deep,” | sad, conscious of his hunched preoccupation as |
crossed the mat to stand beside the table, where he had spread what seemed to be alig of names, with a
number of columns after each, in some of which were noted numbers and cryptic symbols. He shrugged,
Sraightened up.

“They did artful work upon you,” he said. “Turn.”

| did so.

“Carth tells me you had a number of questions which he could not answer.”

“l would not bother you with them,” | excused mysdf, stepping back from his molten, haf-lidded
gaze. “lt wasonly ...”

“l know.” He amiled warmly, as he sddom did, showing those white and perfect teeth. “If, by the
pass's end, you dill have them, | will speak with you. For now, set your thoughts upon the moments
upcoming. Do your best for methis night.”

“My best & wha?' | queried him, noting his humor, dill lingering as he gathered up the papers,
shedfing them on the gol. Khys did not deign to answer, but bused himsdf secreting the ligs in his
bookwall.

“The cahndor of Nemar,” he said, donning his plainest and most degant forma robe, “has brought his
couch-mate here, and his heir ds0.” His face swathed itsdlf in shadow as he made fast the chald at his
hips. “Both the woman and the child will resde at the lake for a time. She will be, understandably,
nervous and ill-at-ease. If you can do anything to comfort her, | would appreciate it.” All the while he
talked, | could fed his cold probe, intruding. “Mind-seek,” so the Strothric teachings labd it; invasion, it
seems, to one who has no comparable skills, and hence no choice.

“I' will do what | can,” | said quietly, fleeing to couchside on pretext of retrieving that miaamic wrap
which | would wear, and dso of his choosing, and not my own. “But that is not what you want.”

“No,” he agreed, redining, his humor evaporating like water in full sun. “You are right. The pretense
mug serve us both, for the moment. Know you how to peg the time?’

| nodded. Carth had seen to it that | was not whally ignorant of the Stoth traditions that Khys so
highly prized. | dipped the wrap over my head. It closed about the right shoulder, fdling open down the
whole right Sde. The seamed Sde lay low agangt my left breast. My mark, in this fashion, was well
displayed. | smoothed that fabric, as light to the skin as an evening breeze, over my hips. Khys reached
out and put his large hand flat on my belly, his stroke following the cloth down.

| stepped back from him. He made no move, but stood sSlent, brooding. A musde twitched
repeetedly at his jaw. Disconcerted, | kndt before him, my pamsflat upon my thighs

“Dharen,” | whispered, “you make me uneasy. Surely, if you would speak in more detall, | could
better serve you.” | wanted to touch him, to taste him, to bridge the guif between us with my body. | bent
my head to his feet, and my braids, heavy with the gems wound through them, flogged my shoulders as
they fdl to the mat.

“I will, this night, lend you to the cahndor of Nemar,” said Khys quietly. | sat up. Accusngly | stared
a him, bit my trembling lips.

“Itisnot discipline. | am not displeased with you.” He pushed himsdf upright and touched his pdm to
my cheek. | took his hand in both of mine held it there, kissng his open pam. | saw tiny beads of
perspiration in the creases. | ran my tongue in the folds, tasted his sdlt.

“What, then, isit?’ | dared, inmy softest voice, staring up a him, his pam pressed againg my cheek
once more.

“An old obligation, a part of some larger hest of mine” His brows arched, but he did not rebuke me.
“It is necessary that you perform creditably. If you can do only aswdl as you did with the arrar Sereth, |
will be stisfied.” His tone had turned dry and pointed. | dropped his hand, sat back upon my heds,
rasng my head high.

“I will try,” | said, barely audible. | knew now why he had been preparing me. My heart seemed
frost-burned. | blinked away my tears fiercdy, lest they mar the gilding upon which the forereaders had
spent so long. | reminded mysdf thet if | were awellwoman, | would have served a different man nightly,



without such quams. But | was not a welwoman. | watched him, moving about the keep, his dark-robed
figure diff and tense, his movements beying his cam. Perhaps it was an obligation, but surdy it was not
his pleasure, this that he proposed. | wondered what would congtrain such a man, what would make him
act againg his own will.

He whirled about, eyes blazing, leaning back againg the gol dab. | could see his hands whiten as he
gripped the table's edge.

“Bedill, or I will have im put a child upon you, and be freed from your sdf-conscious mentad babble
permanently.” | lowered my head miserably, that | might somehow silence my thoughts.

“Get up.” | did so, pulling the open side of my wrap together as best | could.

“Rull it through your chad.” And as | hestated, he bore down on me. Reeching out, he raised the
wrap and dipped it under the chad | wore, jerking the materid tight. The soft, glimmering wrap was now
chadbelted, tuning the ditted right Sde from blatant openness into restrained invitation. | smiled up a
him, uncertain. Smple things, | did not know, such as how to wear a chdd to advantage. Khys sintrusve
gaze turned gentle as my mind bewailed my inadequacies.

“l do not want to couch another,” | said needlesdy. “It isonly your touch my body seeks.”

“But youwill do as | ingruct you,” he said. | could only nod.

He spoke then, as we descended the back stairs and crossed the walkway to the common holding,
of what had been achieved in his meetings. He had never before done so. Mogt of it was beyond my
understanding. | learned that some hdsar chadric strands had dready been bestowed, and that the
strand given was of luricrium, a rare and costlly metd which has to it a tinge like sorm clouds forming. |
learned that the odds againgt completing helsar work unscathed were twenty to one, that prerequisite to
such an atempt was the successful obviation of space. | did not learn what happened if one failed. Nor
did he make clear what might be gained, that such a risk was worth the taking.

| endeavored to think as little as possible, and not at dl about the exchange Khys proposed. But |
could not slence my heart’s wailing. Generoudy, the dharen said nothing, but ingead encircled my
shoulders with his arm, againg the evening's bite. The wind, guging, seemed to snigger a me, that | so
venerated this man, who doubtless only used me, as the arrar Sereth had said, to serve his hests.
Whatever they were.

Between ornately trapped sentries we passed, through the brass-inlad doors that proclaimed this
tower the resdence of women. In the entrance hdl we passed smdl knots of robed and wrapped
lake-born, and the amdls of flesh and flower mingled with the acrid tang of narcotic danne and set my
head spinning. Clutching Khys's robed arm, | pressed close againgt him as we passed into the common
holding, and | saw just how many attended this gathering. Crowds, ther buzz and roar, ther
close-packed amdl, their threatening diversity, were something with which | had no experience. My eyes
searched the strangers, seeking a familiar face. | saw nather Carth nor any other | knew at the drink
gtand, nor before the musicdians who rolled out a pulse-matching Dydian chromatic piece in seven-four
time Near the easterly bank of sheer-draperied windows, ydlow smoke hung heavy in the ar, dancing
phantasmic as it rose toward the star-glowed ceiling of greened brass. The round, hollow table was set
with dl manner of gracious utensils. Whole carcasses, fruited skins gleaming, lay upon huge serving trays
encircled with pastried tuns, their crisped outer crusts dusted with salt. The enclosed floor was so thick
with celebrants that it could not be seen. A plethora of forereaders circulated among the gueds, Al
bare-breasted, thar hips diversdy wrapped, ther soft flesh shining. Here were representatives of every
bloodline, surdly, that thrived upon Slisra From palest white to starless evening sky did their coloring
range, and those forms were dressed dl differently, from bare nakedness to one dark-skinned, tiny
women of whom dl that could be seen were her eyes and atiny patch of forehead. She was esewhere
swathed in layer upon layer of green tranducence, the edges of which were fringed with little golden
beads that tinkled as she moved. Toward her Khys headed me, to where she stood with a
formidable-appearing man who wore upon him a megnificent cape of black feathers, like ebvrasea's
wings, sprouting from his broad shoulders. To another he was speaking animatedly, a man near his own
build, whose back, dark-robed, was turned to us, and about whose waist snuggled the arrar’ s chald.

The woman saw us fird. Her velvet eyes widened. She touched her companion’'s am, and tha



ranaskinned man turned his own black eyes upon us. His dark lips drew back, those white teeth,
dartling, augmenting his fearsome aspect. | thought he might roar, rather than speak, as he did gracefully
toward us, the crowd parting for him asiif in long-rehearsed formation.

Down upon us he swept, that carnivore s amile flashing, and when he reached us, his great arms went
about me. A hand cupping each of my buttocks, my body pressed to his legthers with their meta fittings
he lifted me off the ground and whirled me around. | shook with fear, my head againg the tight-curled
hairs of his leather-strapped chest, biting my lips.

“Edri,” he sad in my ear, hislips nibbling down into the hallow of my neck.

“Please, put me down,” | begged timoroudy. Laughing the roar | had expected from this hulion of a
man, he did so, hisfingers uncupping my hips regrefully. | stepped back and found mysdf againgt Khys,
who put his own hand to the nape of my neck. The dark man’s eyes seemed to cloud, asif a curtain blew
over them. His mouth tightened; his hand found the point of his shoulder, rubbed there.

“| thought,” he said to Khys &fter along time examining me, “ Sereth spoke alegory, part-truths, born
of hisdistress. | see now that such was not the case” He kneaded that place upon his shoulder, looked
about hisfedt, eyes darting. Then he raised them.

“l am gppdled,” he said, not softly, to the dharen, his censure sngpping like a whip, meking a circle
of slence and atention around us. | shivered, my skin crawling under the many-eyed stare of the curious
crowd. | Sghted the tiny woman, her breasts and hands pressed againg the am of the arrar whose back
was toward us, her body graining. She was shaking her veiled head to and fro. | tossed my confined har
forward, over my left shoulder, that it might obscure from the dark man's eyes my mark. Khys's fingers
tightened upon my neck, reminding me of the band that pulsed there.

| quivered under the dark one's stare, from those oddly filmed eyes.

“Appdled, are you?' said Khys softly to him. “Or perhaps it is another emaotion you fed, birthed out
of your own inadequacies? Could you, Cahndor, have done such a thing? Is it not your fear that gppals
you, your own vulnerahility that causes you such unease?’

The cahndor of Nemar shifted upon his feet, his figs wrapped in his many-stranded chad.
“Doubtless” he growled, “that isthe case. At leadt, partly.”

Khys brushed my har off my shoulder. His device twinkled at the cahndor, who could not take his
gaze from it.

“l would not have Liuma so degraded,” the cahndor said in a lowered tone, running his dark talons
through tight-curled hair. Upon his arm, so displayed, was a winged ditsa, wound around a recurved
blade, drawn upon the skin in umbers and ochers. It dithered and writhed with the movements of his
bicep.

“Sheis yours. We will do with her only what you wish. If you want her not at dl improved, do not
leave her with us. It matters not to me. It is the child who should concern both of us” And he let go of
my neck, pushing me gently from him. “As with her, it was the child that gave her vdue” | stood frozen
between them, like a hapless moon eclipsed, wishing | might at that moment cease to live within flesh.

The cahndor of Nemar extended his hand. Hesitantly | surrendered my own, watched as his grasp
engulfed it. By that grip, inexorable as gravity, he drew me nearer. | saw, briefly, the woman, ill held by
the arrar. Her huge eyes were luminous, fearful. My own, | was sure, showed no more composure. The
darkling prince enfolded my trembling frame, and | understood the filming of his eyes nictitaing
membranes, sngpping forth and retreating, cloud-glitter on an obsdian void.

“Speak my name,” growled this savage to whom Khys was obligated.

“I will, Cahndor, if you would but inform me of it,” | breathed, compliant as any obligation about to
be discharged, beseeching his patience. His grip tightened. He spoke a number of sentences in some
unfamiliar tongue. Then he turned his head and barked an order in that same gutturd speech. He intoned
hisful name gently. | repeated it, fascinated by that gaze that immohilized me as surdy as Khys's flesh
lock.

“She knows nathing?’ he demanded of Khys, loosing his grasp.

“She knows a great dedl. She remembers nothing of her life before she came to the lake. We have
deemed it safer not to remind her of what she hersdlf will not recall.”



“Asyou predicted,” said Chayin rendi Inekte harghly.

“As | contrived it” amended Khys, his wdl-modulated voice dlky, in contrast to the desert
monarch’s imperious growls. My knees grew infirm. Both of them, then, knew my history. Khys had
never before admitted it. And the other thing he had said ... | faced him, not wanting to believe what his
valed threat to the cahndor implied.

Hislucent gaze stayed me, my questions, my hurt. My tears dried in my eyes unshed before the cold
breeth of his hauteur. | turned once more to the cahndor.

The diminutive dark woman, upon the arm of the arrar Sereth, had come up beside her couch-mate.
She eyed me with terror unrestrained. Her lips were dried with it; her tiny limbs trembled like a sgpling in
the path of a northern gde. She leaned heavily upon Sereth’s robed arm, her finger dawlike. | had no
doubt that she was in need of his support. And that one regarded me impassvely from under his thick
brown mane, asif we had never couched.

“Sereth,” | whispered. He did not answer, but only regarded me, his attention upon my left breast.
Sung that he would not even acknowledge me, | turned my head away, saring a the floor, for | knew
not where dse to look. My fingers found Khys's strand of couchbond a my wais and tangled
themsavesiniit. | could fed my pams weeping, the moistness they imparted to the web-cloth upon my
bdly.

Khys introduced me to the cahndor’s couch-mate by her firg name only, an insult that was not lost
upon her, she who was Nemarchan, forereader and highest among the tiasks of that desert land, Nemar.

He took her resentment from her mind, surely, for he told her courteoudy that while at the Lake of
Horns she might not use titles, for here no such accounting of rank was kept; even her hide name, and her
mother’s and father’s, mattered not at this place, only what she was and what she might come to be. |
watched Khys weave his spdl upon that tiny woman in a matter of moments.

“Let me see her,” Khys ordered of Chayin. She made no objection when her couch-mate stripped
off her vells, and, spinning her, unwrapped her miniature beauty that Khys might assess it. In the puddle
of her digphanous, gold-beaded greenery she poised, her proud carriage not diminished. Around us, the
crowd had cleared back, many pointedly turning away. We were aone amidst the wel over two hundred
that feted in Khys's common room. He studied her atime, indolent, and | knew from his face that his
intrusve thoroughness had laid bare her mind as eeslly as the cahndor’s hand had stripped her body. |
closed my eyes to her distress, feding it my own. When | opened them, | saw the arrar Sereth’s face,
unguarded for a moment, and the pity upon it was mine, not the Nemarchan's. Unthinking, | moved
toward him, those few steps.

He regarded me, dlent, his dark eyes indrawn.

“How are you?’ he asked in his most inaudible voice, a mere rustle of breath.

“Frightened,” | whispered back, leaning toward him. He reached out his hand, stopped it, between
us

“Touch it, if you would,” | invited him. He ran his rough padm over my left breast, over the softly
gowing spird there. He tossed his head. | could hear his teeth, grinding upon each other. He shot his
gaze across Chayin and Khys, spesking together intently, and over Liuma, who a Khys's bidding was
redressng.

“Edri,” sad Sereth, leening close, “you have no need to fear Chayin. He would never do you harm.
There might yet be something salvaged, with his help.” And he took his hand from my breast. “Did it
hurt?” he inquired, about the mark.

“Not unduly,” | replied, holding my head high. Helpless as | was he before Khys's will. | resented
what he had said to me, about the cahndor. “It is easy for you to tdl me not to fear,” | snapped. “If you
find the cahndor so lovable, you couch him.” At my rebuke, he haf-amiled. | wondered what comfort |
hed found in him previoudy. “I suppose,” | hissed archly, “that one could expect no different from you.
You are, after dl, no more than his servant.” And | turned my back upon him, my figts clenched before
me. His hand came down hard upon my shoulder, whirling me once more to face him. He held me a
moment, his grip crushing my shoulder. Then he let me go, turned, and strode through the crowd,
bumping severa innocents from his path.



Khys, bresking off his conversation, stared after him, then at me, questioningly. A moment, he closed
his eyes. Comprehengion lit his face. He laughed softly, and drew me near. Somehow, | had pleased him.
| did not even bother to wonder why, only, congratulated mysdlf, basking in his oft-withheld approval. In
the shelter of hisarm | stood, with the Parset lord of Nemar’ s dien eyes upon me.

They discussed, then, the dispostion of Liumds child, while she lisened, distraught. | did not
understand her agitation. The heir of Nemar would be raised and educated at the Lake of Horns, privy to
the Greater Truths that are not taught € sewhere upon Silistra No womean at the lake retains a child after
its second year. The child, born Brinar second fourth, 25,695, was two years, one day this sun’'s risng,
that of second fifth. Perhaps, | postulated, children are not put into common care in the Parset Desert. |
ghrugged, causng Khys to pull me closer. It was no concern of mine her distress. And if she would
couch the dharen this night, it was to my advantage that she be out of sorts, preoccupied, as she 0
obvioudy was. | fet deeply the sharp pain of my jedousy. | wondered how he would ever fit in her, she
being so smdl. And then | regarded Chayin, her couchmate, and knew that she could not be a problem,
if she had been used by the cahndor, had borne him a son. | fdt Khys's slent chuckle, and knew he had
eavesdropped upon my thought.

“Assuredly,” he whispered in my ear, “none of her ilk will ever replace you.” | pressed, in answer,
my buttocks againg him, and was rewarded by his dirring beneath his robe. “Hold them both for a time,
Chayin, while | go and soothe the Ebvrased s ruffled feathers” And Khys departed, threading his way
through the crowd to Sereth, whose dark head was jugt vishle to me, wound around with danne smoke,
near the banked windows.

When Khys had reached his arrar, and not before, did Chayin speak,

“What,” the cahndor demanded, “did you say to Sereth?” And, not knowing whether or not he read
thoughts, | answered him truthfully. Chayin blew his breath hissng through his teeth.

“Of dl men, he should be free from your censurel” he snapped. | only stared a him. Liuma, his
couch-mate, tittered, atinkling sound.

He whirled upon her like an enraged hulion, snarling. “Think you | would not wipe this floor with your
carcass, should it come to me to do s0?° And though she fal slent, her eyes dill danced with humor.
Asauredly, Liuma had no love for the arrar Sereth.

“Of dl men,” | said softly to Chayin when he turned his dark glare back upon me, “only Khys has
that freedom with me. It is he to whom | am couch-bound.” And | met his fury without comment, as he
cursed inthat barbaric tongue of his When he ran dry of words, he spat at my feet. | looked from that
gmd| wetness, up a him, histaut form, and knew | had said too much. | found mysdf retreating into the
crowd. Two steps, he took, and retrieved me.

“By the wing of uritheria, Edtri, this cannot go on! Do you not have any understanding of your
gtugion, or of the shadows it throws over us dl?’ | saw Liuma's hodiile gaze, watching, her ears farly
pricked.

“No, | do not. Perhaps you will enlighten me” | petitioned him, as he led me back to her.

“It ismy fervent hope,” he said wryly, “thet | will be able to do s0.” Roughly he placed me upon the
right of his Nemarchan, Liuma Then he looked about him, hailed an arrar with Khys's spird upon the left
breast of his robe. That one, blond and golden-eyed, was quick to attend him.

“Do not dlow them conversation,” he ingructed the arrar. “Let neither one out of your sght. | will
return for them presently.”

The arrar nodded, standing opposite us, legs spread, ams crossed over his chest, as Chayin made
his own way through the crowd to join the dharen.

Liuma caught my gaze, eyed the arrar Sgnificantly. | nodded to her. We had, neither one of us, been
ordered to stay with him, directly. | set mysdf leftward, toward the banked windows, as Liuma hurriedly
put bodies between her and the startled arrar, heading toward the right. He hesitated, undecided as to
which one of us to pursue. | increased my pace, looking backward, diding between a marked
wellwoman and one who was not her couch-mate. The arrar closed upon me, frowning.

| sumbled right into him. Hands, fiery gold, took my upper ams as | staggered. Murmuring an
apology, | raised my eyes to im whom | had jostled. And stared, witless, a the firs of Khys's coundil,



he who had so harmed me during my assessment. He was plain-robed in black. His har and eyes were
black adso, and yet the fathers fire shone hot from him. | made to kned. He hdd my arms, sheking his
head, saying that the time had not yet come for such obeisance. And: “Where do you go in this unseemly
haste?” Strong fingers dug troughs in my arms. But his eyes looked elsewhere. | twisted in his grasp. The
blond arrar had stopped.

The man who held me had the blond's attention. He jabbed a finger in the direction Liuma had taken.
The blond nodded, set off that way.

“I will ddiver you mysdf to Khys” he mused, aniling coldly. “How goeth the dissolution of the
dharen?’ he asked at length, his piercing eyes exploring the depths of mine.

“Please let me go,” | begged. He did not, but ran his long-nailed hand over the dharen’s device on
my breast. He laughed softly.

“Thereisan irony,” he remarked as we negotiated atrail through the crowd, “in hismarking you thus.
| would be there to see hisface the day he redizesit.”

“l do not take your meaning, arrar,” | said.

“l am Gherein,” he replied. “And you will, soon enough. Remember me to your father, when next you
see him, and convey to him my awe, that he could put into the time such a force.”

| wondered if he were mad. Again he laughed, a sound garting low but ending in a high, squesking
yip. As he hustled me down the path ever opening before us, | recdled him; and those unmeet actions,
that destruction he had wrought within my helpless mind, he who had firg explored me during my
assessment.

Before Khys, he ungently clapped the dharen on the shoulder. That one turned from his conversation,
and the shadow of his annoyance grew darker.

“l have something of yours” said Gherein.

“Indeed,” answered Khys. “And how did you come by it?’

“What isloosdly held is often misplaced.” The arrar Gherein, firg of Khys's council, shrugged. “ She
escaped, you might say. | returned her to you.” He stepped backward.

“You have my thanks,” said Khys dryly.

“As ever"—Gherein amiled, bowing low—"1 am but the instrument of thy will.”

Khys, his glare upon me, snapped hisfingers | kndlt a his sde. He turned from his council member,
and that one mdted into the crowd like some maevolent spirit.

“Escaped, did you?' sad Khys, garing down a me, his tone severe. | shifted upon my knees,
touched histhigh, pressed my cheek to it. | said nothing. Those with whom he had been spesking, Carth
and some dharener | did not know, passed a pipe between them. To my left, againg the window ledge,
leaned Sereth, with Chayin's am thrown companionably about him. They, aso, smoked danne, the
ydlow psychotropic herb.

Khys cdled Sereth to him. The arrar was languoroudy obedient, his eyes off in the crowd. Chayin
received Liumafrom the blond arrar and set her upon the window ledge.

“l think,” said Khys to Sereth, who sudioudy avoided looking a me, “thet | have a new commission
for you.”

The arrar Sereth grinned. “You will lose me yet, with these easy dispatchings.” He tossed his head.
“Heisnot Vedragt.”

“Do you not fed up to it?” Khys inquired of him, matching his soft tone.

Sereth raised his head, stared long into Khys's eyes. After atime, he raked his hand through his hair,
pushing it impatiently off his forehead. “It might work,” he dlowed. “Doubtless’—and his voice was very
soft—"you will be wel rid of one of us.

Carth, long dlent, reached out and touched Khys's aam. The dharen stepped close to him, away
from me, mationing me up, amog as afterthought.

Sereth’ s hand closed about my wrigt. His eyes caught mine. | bent my head, that | might avoid them.
My fingers, trapped in his, could find no escape.

“Comewith me” he whispered. | shook my head. But he pulled me dong after him to the window.
My eyes, entreating Khys s intervention, did not obtain it.



He took from Chayin the pipe upon which the cahndor puffed, and held it out to me, his Sraight
brows knit. | hesitated. | had never smoked it.

“Try it,” he ingsted, winsome dark humor that crinkled his eyes and colored the scar upon his cheek.
Liuma, | could see, had partaken. She leaned back againgt the draped windows, her shoulders dumped,
her posture far from that of a woman before men. The cahndor touched Sereth’s arm, began a circular
rubbing upon the arrar’ s back. Sereth grinned at him obliquely.

He retracted the pipe, puffed upon it until smoke billowed from the bowl. Then again he offered it to
me. | received it from him.

My lips on the narrow stem, | pulled in deegply and was rewarded by a paroxysm of coughing.
Through blurred eyes, shaking my head, | handed it back.

“Not so much,” he ingtructed me, demondrating. But | would taste no more of it. Loosening was
danne. It made tenuous the bond between body and mind. | had fought that sensation often.l needed no
drug to bring it upon me. | said so, tossing back my hair, forgetful of the dharen’s mark it obscured.

“Does he never feed you?' criticized Chayin, of my thinness, reaching out to touch my left hipbone
whereit flared below my waist. His fingers, upward-moving, counted my ribs. | shrugged.

“Answer mewhen | speak to you!” growled the cahndor of Nemar. Liuma tittered upon the window
ledge. Sereth hoisted himsdf up beside her, his eyes never leaving me, that voracious gaze rasing the
grdl hairs of my skin.

“He feeds me. | often do not eat. If | had choice, it has occurred to me | might never eat.”

“Y ou could use more flesh than you carry. Y ou will egt this evening, while | have you.”

“Asyou wigh it, Cahndor. But one med will make little differencein my figure. | know for certain that
Khys has a number of voluptuous and highly skilled forereaders. | am sure he will dlow you the use of
any other you choose in my stead.” And | excused mysdf, intending to inform Khys of Chayin's
disgruntlement and perhaps save mysdf from his hands.

He snarled my name. | turned back to him, quailing before this more-than-appropriate anger. | ran
my padms over my cheeks. My eyes itched from the particles of gilding that had made ther way into
them. | rubbed them gently.

At that moment the chimes called our seating.

Khys himsdf came to collect us, and with hm Carth, leading a bronzed girl who had about her the
look of one not lake-born. Sereth did off his gll seat, his thumbs hooked through his chald, his whole
bearing one of marked displeasure. Chayin looked at the woman, at Sereth, then went to the arrar’s side.
There they had what seemed a heated discussion, in the cahndor’ s tongue, very low.

The woman leaned upon Carth’s arm, her eyes on the arrar Sereth. Carth spoke to her, patting her
reassuringly.

Khys summoned me, drew me to table with him. Liuma and Chayin followed, the cahndor’'s
expression ominous. Beside Khys, upon hisleft, was Liuma seated, while Chayin took the place upon my
right. Carth, when he came findly to table, had with him the long-limbed femae, whose tanned skin had
not the fiery touch of the fathers blood. Sereth, when | turned to seek him, was nowhere to be seen.
After seating the woman, Carth came to Khys and leaned between us, whispering in the dharen’s ear.

Khys listened, nodded, waved a hand impatiently.

“You have done” he told Carth, “enough, more than might have been expected of you. Let it rest.
Take her yoursdf, if you like” Carth grinned a him, traightened up, and returned to his seat between
Liumaand the unidentified woman.

“Who is she?’ | whispered to Khys, my hand upon his am, as the dhrouma drums began a
palyrhythmic thrumming, and the dancers filed through the four openingsin the table, to take their place in
the enclosure.

“A wdl-woman, new to the Lake of Horns. Carth thought she might be of interest to Sereth.
Evidently he was wrong.” He grimaced. The dancers waited. Khys raised his hands, smacked them
resoundingly together. The entire orchestra took up the tune. The women, in ditsa skins and feathers,
began their undulations. | took no notice.

“Redly?” | breathed, leaning forward to peer around Khys, past Liuma and Carth, a the



well-woman. | had not, to my knowledge, ever seen one. Beside her was an empty place. She seemed
subdued, her long-lashed eyes lowered, her chin dmost resting on her chest. | had thought such a woman
might gt differently, carry hersdf some other way, have about her some air to set her gpart from dl lesser
creatures. | saw it not. She was indidinguishable, to my eyes, from any fore-reader. | sat back,
disappointed, to see that my plate had been filled to overflowing.

Khys eyed it, amused. | turned to Chayin, who evidently thought | could eat as much as three grown
men. He pointed firmly to my plate with his knife, tapped the stra blade resoundingly againg the plate's
glver edge.

| ate as much as | could—some of the tiny meet pastries, filled with ground denter, herbs, and
cheese, the crugt off amountain of creamed tuns, the fruited skin of a harth breast. | contrived to hide the
kdlt eggs under a tas chop from which | had carved one bite. Khys served that night a blood-red kirra, of
eloquent vintage, burdting with life, and | drained my siver goblet. The attentive forereader who served us
hastened to refill it. | placed my hand over the goblet’s mouth. The lake-born stepped again to our rear,
to join her sagters, of whom Khys had provided one for every four feasters. In the enclosure, the dancers
whirled and spun, now together, now separate, their skins shining with sweat. The ditsaswomen,
dithering, gave Sylized chase to those legping feathered ones, caught them, struggled, and even seemed,
with the magic of their art, to consume the bird-plumed, whole. Litir players screded their cries for them,
dhroumaists conjured whining desert wind.

Three goblets of kifra did the cahndor consume, and two full plates of food, before he pushed back
hischar and sghed, his attention upon the dancing. When those girls fel to the floor, panting, when the
muscians took the moment between dance troupes to retune, Chayin rose up, stretched, and harshly
commanded me attend him. Khys, who had been with consummate politeness hearkening to Liuma,
touched my thighs benegth the table, did his hands between them.

“l would hear a good report of you,” he said softly, withdrawing his hand and his attention, turning
back to the Nemarchan.

| Sghed, rigng, and went to the cahndor, who firmly guided me out the rear of the common room.
Along the taernite passage he led me surdly. The cahndor had been in these hdls before, where the
forereaders couch those who choose them. My mouth grew dry, my heart double-paced, as | followed
him. The darkness made him loom larger in those soft-lit hals. The whites of his eyes glittered crudly. He
spoke no word to his evening's entertainmen.

My breathing grew so loud in the slence that | could stand it no longer. | swalowed hard, and the
sound was as a tree kepher propodtioning her mate in a Gdeshin swamp. | ran my padm over my
forehead, fdt the moidture there.

“Who was that woman?’ | asked him, to crack the unease between us.

He laughed, flashing his large strong teeth. “An appeasement they had meant for Sereth, who,
perhaps unwisdly, will have no such.” He licked hisful lips, eased us down a Side turning, stopped before
adoor there. “There was atime” he said accusingly, his black eyes boring deep, “when he would have
had more sense then to refuse her. She bears his child.” He pushed open the smple ragony door and
shoved me gently within. Until he entered, the keep stayed dark. Evidently the entrapped dars
recognized the cahndor of Nemar as worthy of thelr light. They brightened, then became dimmer, as he
adjusted them to hisliking.

“Y ou seem familiar with our ways, Cahndor. Have you been before at the Lake of Horns?' | asked,
to camouflage my nervousness. | sought the cream-silked couch, sat upon its edge.

Chayin rendi Inekte growled his laugh, a rumble deep in his throat. Standing in the middle of the
brown-hung couching keep, he dropped the cloak of harth-black feathers from his shoulders onto the
creamy ma. His breech and leathers followed them, and his thigh+high boots. | found my breath caught in
my throat at the sght of im revealed. It is sad that what is dark appears smdler than what is light. That
revelaion made Chayin seem to me, in that dimness which gave him its substance, immensdy powerful,
gargantuan in his mass. About him was little of avilization, nothing at dl of the refinement that marked
Khys.

“You and I,” growled the cahndor, staking about the keep, pulling back the hangings, checking the



windows o reveded, “are going to have alittle talk.”

| pulled my legs up on the couch, crossed my arms upon my drawn-up knees.

“Disrobe,” he snapped abruptly, throwing himsdf upon the couch, ralling to one hip. | scrambled to
my feet to obey him, my fingers fumbling as | pulled the web-work up through my chald and over my
head. | hdd it between us, folding and refolding it.

“Come, Egri,” he sad impatiently. | dropped it where | stood, and walked toward him, keeping my
hands at my side with difficulty. | wished he had even more darkened the keep. “Sit,” he said, patting the
creamy slk. | sat there, my back sraight, separating my hair, that | might clothe mysdf iniit.

“No,” he snapped, lounging upon his side, his chad glittering wide and full upon his dark skin. “Tdl
me about yoursdlf.”

There was little to tell. | told it as succinctly as possible. He chuckled, a bitter sound, when | told him
of my naming, and why | had chosen as | had.

“The dharen,” he interjected, “is as close to omniscient a man as | have ever seen.” Of the arrar
Sereth he asked me, and since | had felt iminmy mind, | answered truly.

When | was finished, he sighed and sat up, crossing his legs under him, his large hand kneading the
place where his right shoulder met his neck. “I cannot directly inform you of your past. Khys has
forbidden me. But there is a chance that | might be able to bring it back to you, if you want it. When once
such was discussed, it was postulated that my hand on you might achieve it” He stared a me, the
membranes sngpping back and forth across his eyes. | saw then, upon his other arm, uritherig, the
mythicd desert beast, winged and clawed, whose fiery bresth had manifested upon the plain of Adriain
Amarsg, '695. “What say you?’ he demanded.

“Khys saysif it comes upon me, and | am not ready, it will destroy me” | whispered, trembling.

He shrugged. “Khys says wha serves him. Part-truths, and twigings, thereof, are tools he is not
averse to usng. | doubt if your past will destroy you, though when you redize yoursdlf, you may have
some difficulty with what you have become since you lost cognizance. But the risk is there” He rose. “I,
for one, amin favor of taking that chance. It is not easy to look upon you thudy.” He searched among his
piled gear and returned to me, atiny pouch clasped in his hand.

“Here” He hdd it out to me, unstoppered. “Take agamdl taste only. Put your tongue to the opening,
then tilt the pouch back.” Under his scrutiny, | did so. It was bitter, a nerve-curling burning saltiness that
left my tongue and throat numb.

“Sereth had two of these, once” he said, fingering the gol drops mounted on my chald. “He saved
them long for the Keepress, and when they came together after alengthy separation, he gave her a blade,
the match of his own, with such a gal drop embedded in the hilt.” He turned the chad a my wag,
counting the drops. “Oneis afortune, for an ordinary man. Khys holds you high.”

“Not high enough to keep me for himsdf,” | murmured, sheking. The drug was strong.

“He promised me more than a cursory use of you, once. He cares, | suppose, or he would not have
amended his word.” His eyes searched mine for some corroboration they did not find there. His large
hand ran up and down my back, his nals scratching lightly. | fought the urge to turn and bite it. The room
ar whined around me, geometries dancing like motes of dust wet with dew. | rubbed my eyes.

Chayin suddenly pulled me down beside him, his hand halding both my wrists, with ease, above my
head. His other hand, exploring, demanding, was unbearably arrogant. 1 fought him. | bit and kicked and
writhed and turned, forgetting al my promises to Khys. | sank my teeth into the fanged creature that
lurked upon his bicep. He laughed, struck my head away. | saw, suddenly, another place, another time |
had struggled thus with the cahndor of Nemar. Above me were no longer the brass scales of the
forereader’ s common keep, but a desert apprei, whipping in the hissng wind.

“No,” | wailed, and he, just entered in me, grunted and strove harder to split me asunder. “Chayin,” |
gasped, when | could, “let me go, please” My wrigts would surdly crack, imprisoned in that grip. As |
thought it, he tightened his grasp upon them.

“Edri,” he rasped, kneding over me, his knees upon my hair. “Recdl me, or what Khys gets back
will be greetly different from that which he lent out!” He did not give me time to answer, slencing me with
hisneed. | had been helpless under him, another time. Still, | would not see it. | saw the Keepress' life,



her couching of the cahndor, as she had described it. Swalowing, convulsive, it burst upon me with his
sperm, with the taste of him in my mouth. | found my hands free, clutched a him, my whole universe
shifting like a bondrex in sucksand.

He held me while | wept, my head pressed againg the curling black hairs of his chest. | thought |
might never raise my head, that | could not live with such shame. And another thing, | thought, over and
over: Khys, what have you done to us? Sereth, my love, my couch-mate—how could he ever forgive
me? Santh, my own, whom | had raised from a whelp, how might | explan my absent love to him?
Chayin, who dill loved me, whom again | would gainsay for another, who had better served me than
any—what might | do to repay him?

But out loud | only wailed, again and again, my spread fingers clutched over my ears. “Khys, what
have you done to us?’

[11: Seeking Stancein the Time

Chayin dapped me hard with the flat of his hand. Thrice, before my hysteria subsided. His rage had
his great arms quivering.

“Edri! Cease thisnow! Speak to mel Later you will have time for tears.”

And | put my arms around his neck and brought him down upon me. “Chayin,” | wailed. “What am |
going to do? Help me. | am so sorry. | could do no different.”

“l know, little one. You seem destined to be ever some man's crdl.” His tone much softened, he
kissed my closed eydids, out of which tears squeezed anew. | sobbed againg him. “I do not know, truly,
what you can do. As dways, you have my support, anything | have, whatever | can do. And more, if you
come to want it.” His hands, with their own wisdom, brought cam upon me.

“What | said to Sereth—how could such athing come to be? If thereis any sanity in this universe my
father made for us, | fal to seeit.” | pushed at him, that | might see his face. Chayin's eyes were red, his
upper lip beaded with sweet, his brow furrowed. | knew that what | had to ask would hurt him.

“Do not think,” | said softly, taking deep bregths, trying to clear my thoughts, “that | am not aware
that no other could have brought meto mysdf.” | ran my fingertip over his lips. Crouched above me, he
nipped it. “Always, it will be you to whom | am indebted.” | raised my head, kissed him, along time. “I
will find, should | extricate mysdf from this, some way to repay you that will cause you to look back
upon this day with joy. Will you do for me, right now, wha mugt be done?’

“If | can, little crell.” He grinned at me, bit my neck.

“Hnd Sereth. Bring him here to me. | beg you. | must explain mysdf, slve the wound | dedlt him.”

His body diffened againg mine. He brushed stray hairs from my forehead with hislips.

“That | cannot do. When he left the med, he left the lake. He was much offended that Khys would
put such amark upon you.” | fet his probe, turned my face away.

“Itismy father’ssgn,” | whispered.

“Not upon Slidra” he said, taking hisweaght from me.

“What isthe time, Cahndor?’ | demanded, dizzy with confusion. Once, it was | to whom Chayin had
come for such counsdl. A great reversd had come to be in our pogtions. “Wha reason had Khys for
dlowing this to come to be?’

“l know nat, little crell, what he has in his mind. The time, so muddled with dl who now set hests
withinit, yidds melittle” He sat up, crossed hislegs under him. “I thought he might let me have you now,
gnce he got the child. He will not. He told me once | might breed you. He will not dlow it. Yet he
alowed me this couching, doubtless knowing what | intended.”

| saw upon him his northern chad, and the new strand woven there, that of helsars. With both minds,
| knew him. He who had so afrighted me without my memory was a comfort in my sght. And yet his
dtered chdd showed him dso Khys's crdll.

He shook his head. “Little can | do for you, Edtri, or for Sereth, or even mysdf, before him. | asked
for you. He refused me. | petitioned him for Sereth, that | might have an arrar’s ad in cdming the chaos
that is now upon the Parset Lands” He laughed harshly. “He dlowed me an arrar—Carth. Such is the



dharen’ s humor. He wants you both here to serve his hests, whatever they are.” Hefdl slent, brooding. |
could get no sense of him, of what emations raged within him. Nor could | keep him out from my own
mind.

“What are you thinking?’ | queried him helplesdy.

“About you and Sereth. He was angry that | would try this, even that | sought to free you. He
believed Khys, that it was uris which in truth destroyed you, and that you were better off unknowing if
you remained in Khys's hands. What was left of you mattered so to him that he would not have risked
it”

| said nothing. My fingers found Chayin's, entwined them as of old.

“Youdid,” | assured him, “the right thing. | will be better off, after | have corrdated what information
| have. It isonly the shock. | will be fine” | did not believe it. “If you would restrain your attention from
my thoughts until 1 have them ordered, it perhaps would be easier upon the both of us”

“It hurtsme” he growled, “to see you so helpless. Before, when you did not know, it lay easier upon
you.” He rose and paced the keep, ever the desert stalker. “1 know now what has set Sereth upon the
edge of madness.” He kicked his piled gear, scattering it.

“Could you not seek him with your mind, tdl him what has come to pass, that | am restored to
mysdf, that you did me no harm, but invaluable service?’

“I cannot. He likes not such conversation, and has spent much time upon a shidd to keep him isolate.
| doubt if even Khys can crack it,” he said proudly.

“Letit be. | will see him presently.” | sat up, tearing the braids and the fire gems from my hair. My
skin pebbled as my mind began to function.

“Chayin,” | asked softly, turning my head to follow him around the keep, “what will Khys say? What
will he do to you for hdping me? They destroyed the last hest | set before | was banded, while about my
assessment.”

“Little crel,” Chayin snarled, driding across the keep to stand over me, figs upon his hips, “I care
not. He cannot destroy me. He needs me to hold the south. Far-reaching changes he intends in the Parset
Lands. Without the trust my people have in me, none of his seeds could bear fruit. Jehell has made very
clear to Khys the connection between my life and his gods” His white teeth flashed in that fearful grin |
30 loved. He sat beside me, encircled me with his arm, pulled me onto his lap.

“But do not underestimate him. He is an awesome taent. Doubtless he knew of this probability.
Perhapsit is, in some obscure way, his intention. 1 set my hest interlocking with a larger conception that
encompassed yours. If | had set it upon yours, | would have logt it. It isatrick | learned from a certain
Keepress when | restudied her works with a helsar-trained eye” He squeezed my breasts. | nestled my
head againg him.

“You hooked into Khys s hest?" | echoed. It made no sense.

“l know not whose it was, it was of such enormity | could only attempt to employ a tiny section,
placing my own coeva with what | could apprehend.”

A knock, twice repeated upon the door, precluded my answer. | pulled the couch cover around me.
Chayin grinned, griding to open it. | thought it not funny. Within me were the emations of Khys's Edtri, as
wdl as my own. | lowered the cover from me ddiberately as Chayin pulled open the door. He who
stood there was an arrar, that blond who had held Liuma and me so dumslly in the common room. He
bid the cahndor come with im and attend a once the dharen. The woman, he ingtructed, ingpecting me
coldly, was to be left here. Another would come and collect her. Chayin could make no objection, even
when the arrar shackled my hands behind my back. He only stood by, helpless, as the blond arrar lifted
me bodily from the couch and put me on the mat beside it. | was struck dumb in my fear. He took from
his robe a chain. Then he lifted my hair, hedd me by it while he snapped one end around the band of
redraint | wore. The other end he attached to aring set low in the couch’s side. | could not rise upon that
short tether.

The arrar strode out into the hal, looking back impatiently when Chayin did not immediatdly follow.
The cahndor kndt down and kissed me, holding me so tightly that dl breath was forced from my lungs

“Tasa, little crell,” he growled in my ear. “If | can, | will see you again before | depart for Nemar.”



He rose. | watched him, unspesking, my hands in chains behind my back, kneding as Khys's Estri had
been so wel trained to do. The door shut behind him with a muffled thump. | did my legs from under me
and dumped back againg the couch frame, waiting. Estri Hadrath diet Estrazi, you have come to occupy
amost untenable pogtion, | thought bitterly. Khys—unconscionably had he treated me. Y et, not knowing
hm culpable without my memory, | had loved him. | sought within me for some vedtige of my sills,
found, as | had expected, only scars and reminders of what had once been. | waited, fearful and defiant,
for the dharen to come collect me.

My mind skittered and whirled and paced in the slence provided by his band of redraint.
Desperately | gfted the memories of him | had acquired, for some hint or sign, some clue, overlooked in
my ignorance, that | might now put to use. | found it not. | came upon only my weakness. If they had not
S0 thoroughly dedlt with mein my assessment, | thought, | might have fared better. | recollected him, with
both minds, and shivered at the ambivaence that was mine It had been such ambivaance tha had
destroyed Raet, Khys had once confided. | struggled in my chains, to no avail. What would he do with
me? | lunged againgt my tether. The couch, set into the floor, remained unmoving. The chain hummed,
hed. The band of restraint a my throat did not so much as bend. Haf-choked, my neck badly
wrenched, | leaned back againg it once more. | sought the sort, saw nothing. My skin sheened with
swedt. It dried, lay there like a dudting of sdt.

When the door opened, | scrambled to my knees automaticdly.

He pushed it wide, paused there, regarding me criticdly. | awaited him, gtting upon my heds, my
wrigs chained behind, my head bowed, my chin touching the tether that bound me to the couch. |
fastened my gaze upon my copper thighs,

| heard the door close, the sound of him moving. | saw his sandaled feet before me, and | knew for
what he waited. Stiffly, | bent my head as far as my tether would dlow. My unbound hair fdl over his
feet. A thousand pul sebests he kept me so before he bade me rise, long enough for my shame to set my
body &fire, long enough for my terrorized mind to babble to him dl he might choose to hear.

He squatted down and touched my shoulder. | flinched, sat back upon my hedls.

“Keepress,” he greeted me, even-toned, shadow or humor dancing &t the corners of his mouth in the
dmlight. A terrible wrenching took me as | tried to make some accord between my two views of him.
Those malten eyes sought mine. | avoided them, until his hand under my chin forced my head up.

“Dharen,” | managed. | could hardly hear my own voice.

He raised one arched brow, ran hisfamiliar, dien hand down me. | quivered, fighting the old hate, the
new love within my heart. “No repudiaion?’ he queried, low, in that Slken voice. “No thrests, no
imprecations, o judgments upon My use of you?’

“No,” | whimpered. She who had not known him had not known her danger. | appraised it, saw my
defeet in every molecule of that father-bred body. He whom my father had chosen for me was more than
my match. “You do not have to reteach me, dharen.” | tried to keep my voice steady. “I have no doubt
of your power, your skill.” | stared into those eyes, s0 like Estrazi’s, drowned there. In them was no hint
of what he intended.

“Do you know now what | have done?’ he said gently.

“No,” | whispered, my wrigts by ther own will fighting the bracelets that bound them. | searched his
face, desperate for some hint of his intent. There was none. | wished, agonized, that he would hold me.
My skin crawled at the thought. | moaned, closed my eyes, tossng my head asif | could shake away my
pain.

Khys laughed softly. “Tak to me, Keepress!” he commanded.

“What are you going to do with me?’ | asked, shuddering at his presence in my mind. He took from
meadl that | had fet with the cahndor. | did not attempt to defend mysdf. | sat sraight, my head raised
before him.

“What | choose,” he said, freeing the tether where it had been snapped to the couch ring. | thought
wryly how great an honor it was considered, upon the outside, to be alowed to come to the Lake of
Horns. He wrapped the end of the chain around his fis. Again he wrapped it, and again, draving me
toward him.



“Khys’—the wail burst from me—"please, tdl me how | may serve you.”

He let loose the tether, awrap a atime. | sat back from him.

“Tdl me” he suggested, “about Sereth.”

“What do you want me to say? | wear your band, your brand, your couchbond. He, as I, live a
your whim.” My eyes beseeched him, prayed his mercy upon us. “I beg you, do not hold us to task for
our fedings, for what has gonein the past. Do not take vengeance upon him for what fallings you find in
me” | blinked, his form gone blurry before me. “Edtrazi meant me for you,” | whispered, my mouth
gumbling over the words. “Your will, and his, brought me here. | have loved you, freed of my past. If
you dlow me life, | doubtless can repay you in service. Perhaps, in time, | can come to terms with my
ambivadence. | an more than she whom you have known in my stead.” | stopped. He only regarded me
coldly. “I have borne the child you desired, Khys. Within the limitations you have put upon me, | could
dill be more to you than any other you might come to use” My nalls bit my dippery pams behind my
back. My bresth came hard to me. He cocked his head ever so dightly.

“Now,” hesad at last, “you are beginning to see.” And his quietly triumphant tone brought a moan to
my throat. | swalowed it, and the taste was hitter.

“Is there need for you to gloat over your success with me?’ | flared.

“It pleases me, to see you findly aware. What think you your arrar might say, could he see you
petition me so wholeheartedly for my favor?’

| said nothing, shifting upon my aching knees before him.

He dapped me across the mouth. | tasted my own blood.

“I know nat,” | whigpered. “Khys...” | hesitated, stopped. | remembered the shield Esyia had taught
me upon Mi’ysten, tried to build it. | could not hold the image. | had not the power.

He sghed, reached beyond me, hooked the tether to its ring. He turned me roughly, so that my
buttocks faced him. | did not scream as he entered me abruptly, not even stripping off his robe. Tears ran
down my face and stung upon my cut lips as he tore his way into my rear passage. One arm around my
wag, so that | could not ease mysdf, he serviced himsdf with me.

When he released me, | fdl forward and lay there sobbing softly. My wrigts jerked convulsvey in
thar bonds.

| heard him &t the door.

| rolled to my knees. “Khys, do not leave me herel”

“After you have had some practice upon your old skills” he said, “I may callect you, if you have
come to wishit.”

“Please, dharen, do not punish me. Take mewith you.” He paused in the doorway. | fdt his probe.
He stood there longer than was his custom. Then he came and unsnapped the tether from the band of
restraint at my throat. | leaned againgt him, sck with relief, as he unshackled my wrigts. He did not |et the
bracdetsfdl, but safed themin his robe. | dressed before him, dumsy, and retrieved, as he ordered, the
grings of fire gems | had strewn petulantly upon the mat.

My fingers toyed with the chad he had put upon me. Its testimony was no longer obscure.

He took me, through untraveled corridors, out of the forereader’ s keep.

The night lay soft upon the Lake of Horns. We walked it, he intent upon my thoughts, slent. I,
buffeted by the wind from the abyss that brought with it dawning comprehension, hardly noticed his
presence. Along the lakeside we walked, the sharp Brinar breeze whidling around us.

“Khys, may | speak?’ | petitioned him, knowing he would dlow it.

“Surdy,” he afirmed, he who had so long awaited this moment.

“Itisof Edrazi | would speak to you,” | cautioned him.

“I know,” he said, hesting a stone up into the air, out across the lake. The spume it made, skipping,
glittered in the moonlight.

“If you had come to me in Arlet, before Sereth, before Raet, and gotten me with child then, you
would have had from me dl that you desired. You would have needed to put no band of restraint upon
me. Y ou would have had, then, more than | can offer you now.” My fingertips ran over the band pulsng
wam againg my throat. If he had not wanted more from me than my unknowingness could provide, he



would have kept me free of remembrance. | sought his face, but the moon’s light sat like a mask upon it.
How | craved my skills, with this man, before whom | was o little without them.

“And you would have borne my son upon Mi’ysten. That way, in dl its variaions, provided a lesser
yidd. Only as regards what might have been between us was it a superior path. As you found, yoursdf,
such sfish choosng must often be sacrificed for the grester good.” And | heard the londiness, the
bitterness in him that | had often fet when concerned with choosing between possble futures. Khys,
much older than |, bearing upon him a world’s weight for so long, mugt have often made such decisions. |
fdt an empathy for him, a tightnessin my throat, over burdens | presumed to think only the two of us had
ever borne.

He put his hand upon my neck, propelled me forward toward the keep where | had been so long a
prisoner.

“Many will walk that path, lit as it has come to be by the light of so many helsars. That, aso, could
not have been, had we blazed a different trall.”

“There are things about my father you do not know, Khys.”

“And will you give me that knowledge?’ he asked oftly, for he and his coundil had tried, and failed
to obtain it.

| opened to him a certain portion of my memory, stepped aside. Without comment, he absorbed
what was there, what had been denied him, even with dl his power. What his coundil, in their assessment,
hed tried to take from me, | gave him. Not by my kills had thet information been withheld from him, but
by Edrazi’s. The fahers shaping sequences | gave up to him, my own child's father, lest the boy be
denied his heritage, should | not be enfleshed when he came of age; and that Khys would know |
harbored no resstance to him. If the man would stand againg the fathers, he would need them, and
more. And | had nothing else to give. | could provide him with litle else—I might have, once, been a
formidable dly, but no longer. | had not the power to put those skills to use,

“Do you want to see the child?’ he asked me after along time ..

“No,” | said. He squatted down, drew in the soft sand.

“I will not take the band from you.”

“l did not expect it,” | said. He looked up a me, and | knew hismind weighed the change he saw in
my carriage, my voice, my heart. | saw his hesitant smile, not meant for my eyes, tha his hest had come
in. All this time, though he had my form, he had not possessed what had driven him to seek me. | kndt
down before him, throwing my hair off my shoulders. His mark sparkled upon my breast.

“Thisway,” | sad softly, “surely as you intended, none but yoursef may be so tempted.” Shaping
kills had been no blessng to me. | knew, even then, the importance of that moment, when Khys
recelved from me what Edtrazi had meant for him, and him alone.

“Edri,” sad Khys, very low, “you should see our son.”

“No, Khys” | shook my head, got to my feet. Avoiding his hand, | stared out across the lake. “Not
until we take him before his grandsre.”

Then he rose dso. Had | kept the thought within, he would have marked it as complicity againg him.

“Do you not see it, dharen?’ The wind caught my words and carried them back to him. His arms
encircled my waist. “Edrazi will have hisfruits”

“l have gone to a great ded of trouble to avoid such a confrontetion,” he said in my ear. “It has been
long snce you have sorted. Much has changed dnce you st your last hest. Let me worry about
owkahen. | have managed aone a very long time” His words were sharp, but his tone was pleased,
prideful.

My fingers went to my chad, caressed the gal drops there. | shivered, and he propelled me toward
the keep, solicitous. | dmogt laughed. Deep within me, my rage growled, rose, and circled, seeking a
smoother spot to deep. | heard it, muttering, settle once more.

Though | tried not to think of him, my thoughts turned again to Sereth. As we mounted the steps to
histower, Khys asked me what | would have him do.

“Let us stle it between us. Only a woman can ease a man about such things. Or dlow hm my use
periodicaly. You might, intime, tire of me. It would be not unfitting to cede me to him, if such cameto be



the case”

“It is nat in the sort,” he sad shortly, as the guardians of the doors hed them open for us. He
stopped just within to speak with them, as was his custom.

“If harm comes to him,” | said when he again paced beside me, “I will bear the weght of it. You
would not use him so recklesdy, but for his fedings for me.”

“It would be worse upon him if | gave him nothing with which to occupy that mind” | heard the
warning there, knew | trod near the edge of his patience.

“Heis no match for Gherein.” | sghed, fretful.

Khys amiled blegkly, said nothing. Up the back-passage dtairs of brown taernite he guided me. And
into his keep, where the rumpled couch dlks answered for me a question | had fdt it importunate to ask.
| moved away from him, to the couch, and stripped it.

He dtared a me as | did so. When dl the coverings lay upon the rust mat, | turned to him and asked
where | might find fresh couch clothes. He told me. | redressed the couch. It is not my practice to deep
on another woman's swest.

“How did you find her?’ | asked, smoothing back the outer cover.

“Suffident,” he alowed from the kifra stand. He turned from it, offering me a bowl. “I was, | am
afraid, somewhat preoccupied with you and Chayin. She is a tdented forereader, if a trifle melodramatic
by nature”

“Why are they here?’ | queried him over the edge of my bowl.

“Thingsin the Parset Lands change too fast for some of its inhabitants. Also, he being Raet’s son, his
spawn deserved better than the schools of Nemar.”

“It isalittle young, isit not, for school?” | asked innocently.

Khys drained his bowl, put it down. “There is no temporizing with you, is there? If you please me, |
meay update your information. | have told you thet | abhor questions, | have spent long teaching you your
place. | adjure you: do not forget what you have learned.”

| took my bowl and st it, haf-done, upon the stand. | stripped off the lucent web-cloth he had given
me, walked past him, and put it in its place, a andl space he had alowed me in his wardrobe. It had
taken longer than | had expected to come to the end of his tolerance. Khys had bestowed upon me a
great |atitude, dong with my memory. | was not displeased.

When | emerged, he was in the alcove, stripped down to breech, leaning with one am againg the
window frame, his eyes upon the waning moon asiit bid farewdl to its twin on the wind-ruffled water.

“Tomorrow evening,” he said, not turning, “we shdl sup privately with the cahndor and his mate. At
sun’'srigng | have an appointment with the high chader. Then some rather dreary business in which | will
not involve you. | will collect you a mid-med, and we will discuss the Studion in the south. Your
observations might be vauable, you having more extensve experience with tiasks than most.”

“Your will ismy life” | acquiesced, waiting, reading the tension in his musdles as easlly as my ills
would have given it to me from hismind.

“Itiswhat | said to you about Edrazi that troubles you, isit not?’ | asked.

He made no move nor answer.

“I had a dream in which he identified himsdlf to me, expressed his intent, though | could make nathing
of it a thetime”

“Do not giveit credence. You know better, do you not?’ he snapped. “Go to deep!”

And yet, for a probability he would shun, he himsdf posited too much attention upon it. | shrugged
and turned to dip between the fresh couch dlks. He darkened the keep, dl but for two dars in the
acove. From hislibrary he got the charts he had latdly been sudying and took them there, settling back
among the cushionsin the dim light.

“l do not need dark to deep,” | offered.

“It will be light soon enough. | know them by heart. | use them as a focus. Do not concern yoursdf.”

So | turned upon my side, my back toward him, and sought the restorative waters of the sea of
Soirit.

But though | walked with determination dong that shore, as | chased each wave, it receded before



me. | could not deep. From my memory of the gathering in the common keep, | conjured a tune, thet |
might have what little privacy such a ample ploy would afford. Benegth the meody, | took note of his
regular breathing, its deep dow rhythm, and knew Khys worked upon his projects from a vantage point
not afforded by his keep’s window.

| pushed mysdf deeper, dowing my respiration, my life processes. But | could not dip my fleh's
hold.

Khys, in the alcove, muttered to himsdf. He was dl that once | had adjudged him, in my hate, and
more. Yet he was also what Khys's Edtri had seen—a man who had dipped entropy’s hold and lived
twenty lifetimes, a man of obscure but unquestionable mordity, who had made the adjusment | had
sought and not found between life enfleshed and life overwheming. Khys was an extremdy successful
organism. Hisfruitslay ripe and bountiful upon Silisira, and near a million were nourished thereby. When
| had refused him, he had afforded me a lesson in perspective the magnitude of which was only beginning
to come clear to my deep-befuddlied senaing.

| wished desperately that | could seek my father’s help. | could not dip Khys' s band of restraint. The
dark beyond my closed lids was dark only; the slence, but for my rustling mind and the tune | proffered
as flimsy shiedld—the slence was desfening. He had gotten his child from me. | had invited him, in my
ignorance. He had used my life more efficacioudy than any band of restraint upon my former
couch-mate, Sereth. And Chayin, dso, did Khys's will. All three of us he had bent to his purpose as
eadly asif he were a chader mdding strands of soft gold. What purpose? Even the cahndor knew not,
and Chayin had been, even before we rode to battle upon the plan of Adria, formidable in his
forereading ddlis

| felt the chald, the gol drops pressng into my back as my agiteation tighter-fleshed my mind. Miccah,
the high chalder, had remarked it a pity that | knew not the chad's sgnificance. He could have meant by
thet only one thing. A man receives a couchbond strand to bestow as he pleases upon reaching puberty.
Low chaddrais such a strand; and no invocation, no Day-Keeper’s hand, is needed to add a couchbond
chan to awoman's chad. But Khys had not had such a strand to give. He had had Miccah make one.
That he might once have had one, and lost it somehow, occurred to me. But | did not think so. | shifted,
adjuging the chad so that no drop lay againg my backbone. | recollected how he had treated one
woman upon whom he had brought child—she who bore the mark of his favor, she who had served us a
med. She, surely, had never worn such a strand a her belly. The dharen had amended his cusom to
enchadd me thus. | wondered if | were enough of my old sdf to be able to tun his interest to my
advantage.

| heard him again, the rudtle of his movement about the keep. | wriggled upon the couch, rolled onto
my side, facing the sound of him.

“Khys” | whispered, breath-soft, opening my eyes to the coloring dawn. “Tdl me a thing, lest deep
never come to me”

“A it,)” he said, diding back the book wall, safing his charts within. His back was to me. He had
dressed asif he might work his body, in a practice breech and light wesgpons belt. He turned ifindly. |
hed waited, that | might see his face.

“What is the Sgnificance of this chad, that upon which the high chader remarked? | Hill do not see”

“If you did not see, you would not have asked,” he remarked. “But | will give you the
acknowledgment you seek. | would not want you to lose deep over it. Asyou surmised, | had not such a
drand to give” He pushed away from the book wal and came to the couchsde. “Silidra has never
before had a dhareness”

| stretched under the couch silks.

“Do not make more of the fact than it is” he advised sernly. “It is your bloodright, procured for you
by your father's grace, by your genetic strengths and the potentia inherent in the son you produced for
me Itishim | honor, not you.” The sun invaded the keep, fanning the fathers' fire upon his skin.

| laughed softly at him. Honor his son, would he? | saw no honor in the band of restraint | wore, but |
saw alook upon hisface | had seen often before upon other men's. Fleaing, it hovered there, before he
chased it from his countenance.



He stared a moment longer a me, in the risng light, then turned and strode from the keep.

When | judged him gone down the stairs, | threw off the couch slks and went into my old prison. In
the mirror there, | regarded mysdlf. | spent a time coming to terms with that image, with his works upon
me. | saw the painful thinness of my frame. | saw a tone to my muscles that did not please me. | would, |
vowed, get Khys's permisson to work my body into some kind of fithess. My inner thighs did not suit
me. My skin did not have the hedthy tone it normdly carried. But those things | could remedy. His
device upon my flesh, | could not. | tried one find time to loose Khys's band of restraint. An enth, |
sought the power to interrupt the flow of energy that held it there. | falled totally.

| wondered what 1 might wrest from this Situation, what might be gained. One must know where one
sands, and what one wants, to even peg the time. So | was, nomindly, dhareness. The title did not
assuage my exacerbation. Edtrazi, how could you dlow this? My father did not answer me. Was Khys,
truly, enough to stand againg the fathers? “Have you joined with those who oppose me?’ my father once
asked me. And | had threatened that | would do so. He had told me then, truly, of dl that would
occur—even of my subjugation, my loss of memory, & Khys's hand. And he had come to me, in a
dream, even before | had recdled mysdf. | turned from the mirror and hastened out from the prison that
hed so long contained me,

| had, at least, the run of the dharen’s keep. | took up his book upon helsars, and that of hegting, and
sat with them in the dcove. | could not read. Sereth, and the crudty Khys had shown him, obsessed me.
| could see no reason in Khys's actions. If, as Carth had said, Sereth was resgned to my loss, why hed
Khys given me to him, and brought more pain upon him? Y ou are, after dl, only his servant, | had said to
Sereth, and Khys had laughed and hugged me close. | sghed, rolled upon the cushions. Was this how
M’ ksakkans fdt among Slistrans? Short so many senses, | found mysdf unable to use my reason
effectivdy. It will come, | told mysdf, in time. One can adjust to anything. But my spirit shriveled at the
things | had done and said in my ignorance, and my reason had no sdve for the pan in my heart.
Somewhere in that sea of tears, | drowned, and dept.

| would, | knew upon awakening, contrive to speak agan with Chayin. He, | was sure, knew more
then he would say. Before, he had withheld from me that which he had adjudged me too weak to know.
| rose, rubbed my eyes. Squinting out the window, my hand crushing the thick-napped drapery, |
guesed it an enth before mid-medl. In the sky, full greened, | saw tiny specks rise and fdl, chasing each
other upon the wind. Hulions romped above the Lake of Horns. What part did they see for themsdlves in
Khys's hest? Why would they ad the dharen? One cannot condrain a hulion. They are the freest of
creatures, prima proponents of the law within. If they lent their strength and their wisdom to Khys, his
works must be potent indeed, in their Sght. | longed for the sort, the spread of probability, to make itsdf
known to me. | quivered, sanding there, remembering the strength of the hesting kills | had once had. I,
Edri Hadrath diet Edtrazi, who had once made a world, who had once daimed the heritage of the
sevenfold spirit, had by my own will come to this moment, undone. | had set my will againgt my father’s,
and he had sent me to another who did likewise. But | had not known. The falling, as Edrazi had once
warned me, was not in the power, but in the conception. My incredible foolishness had come to tithe its
due. | had spent my power unwisdy. You will not interfere with Sereth’s destiny, Edrazi had decreed.
No, | would not. | could not interfere with a wirragaet’ s destiny, now.

| threw mysdf upon the cushions, curling into a bal. Khys's books jabbed a my hip. | could nat, in
any conscience, blame the dharen for what he had done to me, lest | shortchange my father. But my rage
was dedf to reason, blind to the pattern | was only just gpprehending, as it had been when it came to me,
aforetime, and precipitated dl that Khys had done to erase it.

| rolled onto my back, my fists clenched around the chad | bore. If | had not blared my hate at him
when firs we laid eyes upon each other, how might it have gone? But the hate had come unbidden, out of
owkahen, out of what he would do to me, and thereby made it impossble for him to do differently. My
head ached. | rubbed my fingers over my temples, unable even to rid mysdf of ample physicd pain. | did
not like what | had seen, these past enths, and | fdt no better for the seeing.

Blame him? Mysdf harangued me. Of course you can blame him. He demanded that he be ceded
casud responghility when Sereth, Chayin, and | had been brought before him, battle-torn, bleeding, and



bound. I am the sort and the hest, he had said. All that you have done is my will, he had boasted. And
my father's hest—he had cdlamed it his tool, and cdled it pdtry. The hest of a Shaper, a world cresator,
he had downgraded.

| rose, pressed my head againg the cool pane, watching my breath mig its surface. There was no use
searching relevance in Khys's actions, no more than in my father's. | had learned that lesson upon
Mi’ygten. The only relevance is that of consummated will, upon the plane where Khys and Edrazi did
battle.

But the quedtion remained in me—whose hest had Chayin locked into with his own? Was it a
father's, or Khys's own machinations upon the time? And whose will, between them, would be done?
Often hests run congruent for a space, ganing power from such synchronigic periods, causng great
chunks of crux when they part. | Sghed, backed from the window. My foot came down upon one of the
dharen’s volumes, twisted. | sumbled amid the cushions, knelt down to rub my wrenched ankle. |
recalled Carth’s anger when he had read that paper | had long researched for him, in which | postulated
certain conclusons drawn from the genedogica records kept at the Lake of Horns. His anger, that |
could have suggested Khys's longgtanding breeding program faulty, was vehement, of greater violence
then | had deemed him capable, so greet that he had refused to pass the work to the dharen, so greet
that he had, before my eyes, torn it into tiny scraps. And he had made me do another, upon a specified
subject inwhich | had no interest. | wondered, Stting there, rubbing my aching ankle, why | had recaled
it.

You may be mad, dill, I chided mysdf, my mind bucking and twitching like some unbroken threx at
fird saddling. This Stuation might bring madness upon a more stable mind than my own. | thought,
momentarily, of the child, then chased the image from my mind. | cared not what they did with it, nor into
whose hands its care devolved. | had wanted, desperately, to bear a child to Sereth. Circumstance, or
owkahen, had prompted Sereth to refuse me. Surdly it would have been a child of which both of us could
have been proud. But he had refused, and | had not the will to go agang his wishes. | saw him, a
cascade of memories we had built together, upon the trall to Santha, a Tyith's death, under the fdls, with
Edrazi’s cloak upon his shoulders as he had been that day we did baitle upon the plain of Adtria He had
log, and logt again, and yet he lived. There was that. He lived. | took comfort init. | would, | avowed,
do nothing to endanger hislife If | served Khyswdl enough, | might even come into some smdl influence
over the dharen. If so, | would be able to discharge some part of that obligation | fdt. But to do o, |
mug quiet the love | had for Sereth. There was no trickery | could play upon Khys, no deceiving such
sendng as the dharen possessed. So | came to it, the decison | made upon my recollection of sdf, with
0 little cognizance of my true Stuation. But any choice is better, | told mysdf, than making none. That
rule, fird of mind skills, dways holds true. | would serve Khys, who in my best evdudion was an
unknown. | had been placed here by a convocation of will thet | might do so. | would let the past go. If |
could, | would ease Sereth, free him of his love for me. Unencumbered, he could seek another; one the
Weathers would alow him. | would do my best not to further enrage the dharen. | would come to some
terms with my crippled state without seeking to place blame, for in truth, there is ever only will, and the
respongbility for on€'s actions.

| guessed it near to mid-medl, bare iths from the time the dharen had bade me be ready. | looked,
unhappily, at his books, regretful that 1 had not even started them. Khys had, | was sure, specific reason
for presenting me his works. | gathered them up, did back the wardrobe's thda pand, placed them with
my things there. | promised mysdf | would attack them with my full attention at the earliest opportunity.

There was a white length of off-world sk, laced with threads of slver, among the wraps Khys had
provided. | choseit. | would wear my old colors, those of Well Adtria | wondered, as | draped the short
length around me, fagtening it with a spira dip of slver a my throat, a the gift my father had left within
me for the dharen. | ascertained, reviewing my assessment, that he had not himsdf tried to extract any
knowledge from me at that time. He had only watched, while his counal tried their skills upon me.
Rethinking it, | saw that they, in those moments, had aso been assessed by their master. | giggled, a bit
hystericdly. He had ether known | would give the sequences up to him, or made me do so. He had been
inno hurry. | wished him better luck with those skills than | had had. They were not meant to be wielded



in the domain of space and time. | had learned them upon Mi'ygen. | had paid dearly for them. Even
upon the dharen, | would not wish such as had come to me, when | used them againg Raet. | Sghed,
teking up the comb of carved bone he had dlowed me. | needed it. There was atime | might Smply have
hested my hair smooth and shining. | stepped from the wardrobe, intending to avall mysdf of the dcove's
midday sun.

He was sanding there, his hair water-sparkled. He must have just come from the baths.

“Have you been here long?’ | asked, nonplussed.

“l do not need to be near you, to hear you if | choose,” he said quietly, brushing past me into his
storeroom. He took a circlet tunic of dark, soft tas, and buckled it about him. Then he clipped a cloak,
upon which the Shaper’s sed blazed brightly, to his shoulders. It might have been the one Edtrazi had
gvenme, or itsdouble. | did not ask. He did not volunteer the information.

| tucked the white and siver slk beneath my chad, set the hip dip tighter, conscientioudy driving
each question from my mind as it appeared. He did shut the pand which enclosed the wardrobe, |eaned
agang the night-dark wood. | stood dill and draight under his scrutiny, aware that he might take
exception to the colors | had chosen, or the way | had fastened the slk at my throat, obscuring my band
of regtraint.

“You look lovey. | question the ease with which you have taken to your new perspective.”

“I look reasonably well. | could do with a circle partner; dally work upon my body must soon
commence. Also, with your permission, | would be dlowed an enth, say a sun’'s set, for dhara-san. As
for perspective, | have not enough information to have one currently.” | heard my own voice, soft and
aure, poised. | amiled to mysdf. | had me—much more than Khys's Estri had ever had.

“I will find someone,” he granted. “A man, most likdy. We do not have a woman in training for the
Sayer's chan, here at the lake.”

“You do not whally approve?’ | licked my lips, widened my eyes a him.

“On the contrary, | think it wise of you to find some way to vent your frustrations. Just do not kill any
of my arrars,” he said, mocking, fiercdly.

“l promise” | grinned genuindy. “I will not. It would much ease me if you dlow me a less sedentary
life”

“As trustworthy as you prove yoursdf, that much more freedom will | dlow you. Are you hungry?’

“Deperatdy.”

Heindined his head, ran his fingers through his gtill-damp hair. “That is the firg time you have ever,
gnce | have known you, expressed any interest in food.” One of his brows drew down. He extended his
hand to me.

“You have not known me, Khys,” | murmured, taking it, “only in battle shock, and then that shadow
child you made me”

The cloak he wore, with the Shaper’s sed upon it, brushed my aam. My hip, as he waked beside
me, rubbed againg histhigh. He did not bother to lock his keep, but left the doors gar.

| examined the passage, the tapestries and artwork displayed upon its wals, with an eye that could
appreciate them. He dlowed me stop before the hulion tapestry. Long | gazed upon it. Only in Nemar
hed | seen its equd. Tenager, First Weaver of the Nemars, had attained near the ill of the artist who
hed worked those hulions upon the grid. So red were they that their eyes, as one shifted, took deep glow
and seemed to follow, so red that it could not be said for certain that those tufted talls, one black, one
red, had not just twitched as one looked above their bloody heads at the krits that jabbered soundledy,
ever-legping from branch to branch above their pointed ears.

He touched me lightly, his pdm at the amdl of my back, led me toward the gairs.

“l would see Santh,” | whispered, unsteady, leaning againg his arm.

His glance, sddong, was ruminative. The tendons in his neck corded. | was about to withdraw my
request, my foot descending the second dair.

“After the med, we will seeto it,” he said. | dmogt sumbled. Siill were the effects of uris on me, |
thought as | caught mysdf. And that brought another thought to mind.

“It was not uris was it?” | ventured. It had not been uris that had stripped me of kill and



s f-knowledge.

“It was uris that so weakened you that | could take you. It was uris that caused the scarring you
yoursdlf have seen. But it was not any one thing, unless one might cal the Westhers to account. Or
Shapers. It was my will, but if 1 could have done it some kinder way, | would have” He glanced a me
agan, his jaw dightly forward, hisfine nogrils flaring.

| said nothing. Khys was many things, kind not being one of them. And yet, | knew nothing of the
congraints put upon him by his hests. And if he would shape, he would be even further bound. Or did he
think that upon that plane he could, as he had done upon Silistra, make his own rules? | paced him down
the Sairs, Slent.

“Edri,” he sad to me when we gained the landing of the ground-floor hdl with its caling of golden
scaes, “are you actudly concerned?’ His tone hed some little incredulity.

“l am empethic by nature” | mumbled. He snorted softly. “1 once went againgt Shapers. | set my will
agang Edrazi’s. | log.” | gsraightened my shoulders, remembering that my fird manuscript had never
appeared upon Slidra. “I thought, in my audacity, that | might free us from the manipulaion of Raet's
ilk.” I laughed, then wished | could call back the ugly sound of it.

He pushed open the door to his study, held it for me. The round table was set. The entrapped stars
that lit the muraled caling came dight with their master’s entrance. | swallowed, and then again, as water
came anticipating into my mouth.

“What your father Ieft for me will be of great ad in achieving that god,” he said, mationing me to
table.

“l hope so. But | wonder. | think you have not been with him. He left you a gift. It had some
purpose. That information was never accessible to me. | knew not of its presence uniil you bespoke it.” |
settled into the thick-padded chair. Khys served me charred denter, red-running with blood, a heap of
zess greens. The drink in its Slver pitcher was a light-milled brin. It frothed in the Slver goblets,
whispering.

“Your concern is duly noted,” he mused. At leest he did not discount my impressons. | was
heartened. Haf an enth later, he leaned back in the chair, regarding me over steepled fingers.

“Litle saisa” he cdled me. | looked up from the fat edge of my meat, where | had been searching
another edible hite. “'Y ou may have more”

“No,” | demurred, pushing my plate away and my hair back from my face. “I mug increase my
intake with moderation.” He himsdf had only hdf-cleared his plate. Khys's Edri interpreted his
narrow-eyed gaze, qualled before it. | steadied my breething, pushed back my shoulders.

Khys leaned forward, his elbows upon the table. The robe fdl back from his hair-gilded forearms.
He laced hisfingers “Tdl me of Mi’ygten,” he commanded.

Asl did so, | recollected the time he had spoken to me of fathers, of Shapers. All that he had sad
hed been concerned with their work in space-time. When | spoke of Edtrazi, he leaned forward, dmost
imperceptibly. Twice he nodded. Once he asked me to repeat information—that which Estrazi had said
to me concerning him. Having done so, | fdl dlent. Innumerable questions threstened to overflow the
dam | had constructed in my mind to hold them, wash me away with their tide. Sweat formed benesth my
breasts, rolled down my rib cage, past my was, before the slk absorbed it.

He rose aoruptly, and the whirl of his cloak as he turned away sent his dlver goblet dattering,
Soraying brin to the floor. He paid no attention. | retrieved it, placing it carefully upon the table. It stood
askew upon its base, dented. | took amed cloth and set to sopping up the brin puddling the sivery méa,
glad for something upon which to turn my attention.

“No,” he sad softly. | stopped what | was doing, gtting back from the stains over which | knelt.

“Dharen?’ | said. Did he wish me to leave the brin to soak into his priceless mat?

“No, | sad,” he repeated, whirling, the cloak lashing around him. “It cannot be that smple. You are
the courier of his propaganda.”

And | remembered that, even to Edrazi, Mi’ysten hedts are invisble when set within time. How much
more, then, to Khys, would Shapers design be obscured?

“Edri,” he said, exasperated, “be slent.” | had sad nothing. | crouched smdl upon the mat. He



sought and regarded his domain through the cloud-draped windows.

And the bearer of his gift was |, dso: | had come to the dharen complete with couch-gift, avalable
only to the mate for whom | had been intended. | cursed them both. A deedly gift it might come to be.
The thought cheered me, as my ambivaence hissed and dithered in its cave deep within my heart. |
pressed my pams agang my temples, that | might quiet mysdf somehow. | hdd my breath, fearful. But
Khys either heard not, or cared not.

“Let’sus go and find your hulion,” he said, abandoning the window.

| scrambled in amost ungraceful fashion to my feet. A grin, fleeting, lit his festures. He swept by me,
out of hisstudy. | trotted after him.

“If you were in charge of the dandardizing of the Parset Lands,” he asked when | had gained his
Sde, “what would you do with rebellious tiasks?”

“Agang what are they rebdling?’ | found it hard to pace him. We took aléft into the main hal. Tiny,
down that intermingble corridor of archite, were the great doors and those who attended them.

“We have outlawed the wordship of Tar-Kesa, torn down his temples. We have now in the south
red dhareners, and uniform chaldra, and Sayers. There is no place for a force of such women. A number
of them, disdaining Well work, have gainsaid their chalds and roam the land in bands.”

“l can imagine” | thought of Nineth as a well-woman. | laughed doud. “Are there dill crdls in the
Parset Lands?’ | asked.

“Yes. What they do with their chaldlessistheir own affar.”

“Catch them. Make crels of them. Even better, for each tiask put in crdl chains free a femde crdl
and ingdl her in your new Wells. The gene pool will be served, both ways. As crells or wdl-women, the
tiasks will get men's use, according to ther desrability. And there are some worthy women, crdls in
Nemar.” | recollected Khemi, and those dark girls Chayin had kept in Nemar North. “It is harder to
envison atiask as wdl-woman than crdl,” | added. “They are not fond of men, as aprinciple”

Khys laughed as we came up to the doors. “I will suggest it to the cahndor. It is much less
complicated than his plan, or mine, and a good bit more redigtic.” He touched me, Ieft me to converse
with the black guard. When he returned, his sraight nose was bracketed at the brow by two deep lines.

“Come” he sad very gently, “let us seek the hulion.” He put his arm, protective, about my shoulder.
His long-fingered hand, dosing on my shoulder, squeezed reassuringly. He led me, thus, out the doors
into the midday.

“What isit?’ | blurted, my throat aching, the hairs sanding away from my skin.

“Nothing | can discuss with you,” he said, dill in that compassionate tone. | shivered, though the day
was mild and fair. Down by the lake he guided me, dong the promenade, sttling findly upon one of the
white gol benches.

He sat, pensive, garing out over the lake' s green-gray raggedness. That same breeze had me holding
my mane at the base of my neck, that it not blind me. Khys's copper hair whipped around his face. The
wind, up out of nowhere, died abruptly.

“l cannot cal him,” | reminded Khys's sullenly.

“l had thought you might like to try.” His eyes closed momentarily, as a bitter laugh escaped my lips.

Santh was quick to answer Khys's summons. From the southeast he came, from behind us. His
sapping wings sounded warning only moments before he landed. Khys, of course, had known from
whence the hulion came. He had only stared off across the glassy becamed water. Gone where | could
not follow, was Khys.

“Santh,” | cried, ddighted at the sght of him. | was on my feet, running, as his clawed forepaws
touched the ground. Wings furling, he roared his greeting, loud as the fdls for which | had named him. His
great mouth open wide, tongue darting amid blade-sharp fangs, he trumpeted again. And | stopped. The
hulion flattened his pointed ears to his head, his tufted tail lashing. His pupils distended, muzze jerking, he
twisted his head about. His growl was diginctly angered. | put out my hand, the right, very dowly. The
hulion sank to the grass.

“Santh,” | whispered. One ear twitched. Muzzle shivered up, exposng his weagpons, white and
geaming. “I know, Santh, | know. But it is me” The hulion was upset. | could not hear him. His



minck-touch could not reach me. He snarled, rose sinuous to dl fours, sank down again, bely firgt, upon
the grass. His great claws clacked, repeatedly retracted. “Santh.” | got down upon my knees, that our
eyes be leve, 4ill holding out my right hand. He stretched his neck, his hindquarters wriggling. His wet,
hot-breathed nose nudged my fingers. | scratched there, watching his luminous pupils dilate. He extended
his neck dill more. A raling rumble began in his throat. Those greet eyes closed. Histal curled in aganst
hisside and lay Hill. Svalowing the catch inmy throat, | stuck my hand deep in his ear, ralled it around,
fed him the wax | scooped out. He opened one eye. His right paw reached out. He lad it upon my
closed thigh. Its spread covered them.

| heard Khys moving about. Santh’s ears flicked forward, stayed pointed behind me, upon my |eft.
He ceased his stisfied growling, muttered to himsdf. The hulion retrieved its paw from my lap, sat up,
front paws tucked between rear. Santh had much grown since | had lagt truly seen him. | found my
fingertips a my band of restraint, with an effort disengaged them.

Santh regarded me, spesking plaintively in hulion. Histall again flogged the grass. He rose up, took a
step forward, butting his huge head againgt my chest. | threw my arms around his furred neck, buried my
head there, amdling the pungent ariness of him. Oh, Santh, | love you, | thought, wondering if he could
hear me.

He pulled his great head away suddenly. A thrill of fear congtricted my belly. He hissed. | had never
heard such a sound from him. He backed away, his head snaking low, from sde to sde, gromling. Then
he whirled, and in one bound had the air, the crack of hiswings blocking my ears, the wind of it dapping
me back. | watched until he was a dot in the deep green sky, until the dot disappeared.

| turned to Khys. | had seen the hulion. He had dlowed it. His one hand toyed with the great chdd of
Sligra, the other hid within the cloak licking around him. He watched me intently.

| would not cry. | had upset my tenuous equanimity. | had disturbed Santh. | rubbed my naked arms
with cold, mois pams.

“I will take you back,” he offered. | nodded, fdl in beside him. He put am and cloak around me, for
warmth. | amiled up a him, thankful for the amdl kindness. You are not wha you were, | told mysdf
fiercdy. You will never be. Be a least strong. Behave with grace.

“As befits a Shaper’s daughter,” remarked Khys, softly mocking, or commiserating, | knew not
which.

“Have you any message for me, from Santh?’ | asked, as he headed us toward his tower. The sound
of it was more bitter than | had intended.

Khys turned his head toward me, the parentheses that enclosed his mouth suddenly graved deep and
sharp. “He considers you unfortunately afflicted,” he said.

“Wha price are you exacting from me, to treat me thus? What debt have | incurred?’ | would not
scratch at my band. | clasped my hands behind my back, my eyes upon the white walkway ahead of us.

“Any other would have destroyed you out of hand,” he said wearily. “1 may do it yet, to save my
own sanity. | am congantly urged to do so, by those who know just how great a power you unleashed
upon the plain of Adiria One might say you incurred a debt there grest enough to wipe out your life-right.
Some, Gherein included, have demanded that payment. More vehemently will such demands be made of
me, now that you know your identity. You are not free. It is that Smple. Should | imprison you in some
undertunnel, feed you upon sde crusts, urtil you enter that fact into your conception?’ he demanded. His
hand grasped my arm hard above the ebow.

“But as you yoursdlf pointed out once, we did only your will! You did not imprison Sereth, nor feed
dde crusts to the cahndor of Nemar!”

“Would that owkahen dlowed it,” he muttered, squinting ahead, toward his tower. His grip upon me
loosened. | fet my blood rush to heat the squeezed flesh. “1 have to fill my council’s empty seat. Then |
will see about your circle partner,” he added, dmaost companionably, asif regretting his harshness.

“My thanks,” | managed.

His gaze flickered over me, though he did not turn his head. | pushed my hair, wind-tickling, off my
forehead. Up the wide steps he propelled me.

“I mugt go do my work,” said Khys as the attendants answered his ringing summons and the doors



opened before us. “The keep is unlocked. Stay there urtil 1 send for you. Baern!” It was to the dark
attendant he spoke. “ See her safdy to my couch.”

The guard reached out. Khys pushed me toward him. Then he was gone down the steps.

“Lady,” the guard invited, his eyes lowered. | preceded him, taking the front passages, those of
orithdum and archite, that | might pass the hulion tapestry upon the way. Before it | stood a long time
gazing, until the man made smal noisesin his throat, his body rusiling its impatience as he shifted. He was
darkly hirsute, rather like some brigt that had learned to walk upright, if ponderoudy. When | adjudged
hm distressed unto the verge of speech, | moved off toward the dharen’s keep.

The doors were dill gar. Without a backward glance | dipped within. By the time | had turned to
face them, they were closed and locked.

| smiled to mysdf, as | went and pulled back the dcove's curtains. | sat upon the ledge a time,
watching the water, atempting once more to cut my mind adrift.

It was a sound like wind' swailing. Like sanding atop the Keening Rock of Fai-Teraer Moyhe on the
eve of winter solgtice, with the Embrodming Sea rumbling below. That wretched, that londy was the
sound that emanated from my prison keep. | have been there, where the heart of the world beats the
dirge of the spirit upon Siligtra's bones, and | know. | crept toward the doors to my prison, Sedthy.
They were not locked.

With infinite care | parted them, drew them back. Upon my couch in that gray holding keep lay
Liuma, curled into a bal, my own white robe wrapped around her velvet darkness. | hovered there an
ith, undecided. She had not seen me.

“Presti m'it, Nemarchan,” | said quietly. She dtiffened, sniffled, uncovered her head, uang her ams
indead to push hersdf upright. | saw the horror in her swollen eyes, the trembling of her puffy lips. She
drew her knees up to her chin, crossng her wrists about her ankles.

“Chayin said you recalled yoursdlf,” she said shakily, not wanting to believe otherwise.

“l do,” | admitted, leaning againg the doorframe. “Whatever it is that troubles you, it might ease you
to bring it out here” | motioned behind me, to Khys's keep. “We could drink some kifra and consider
it”

She looked a me waily, a Khys's device, a my throat, where beneath the slver and white slk
nestled his band of restraint, warm puldng againg my skin. If | had been she, | would have been much
afrighted at what | was—what the Keepress Edtri had become.

“There would be no harm in it,” she decided muzzly. When she rose, her movements were dow,
uncoordinated.

| turned from her, went to fill two bowls. “Sit in the dcove,” | suggested. | poured the kifra, brought
the drinks to her where she sat beneath the window. When she reached up to take one, her light-nailed
hands shook.

“Would you speak of it?" | asked, gtting cross-legged upon the cushions, my ebows upon my
knees. | thought of Khys, and how displeased he would be to see my limbs so arranged,

“How can you stand it?’ she demanded, her black eyes gigantic over the golden bowl. She did not
sp, but gulped her kifra down. Her lids closed, pulse showing on their gilded backs, she found more
tears to shed.

“What?" | asked, discomfited.

“Him,” she sniffed, discarding her empty bowl, smearing her tears across her cheeks.

“Khys?" | wondered what he had done to her. Very probably, he had done little. | had seen her tears
before. “What did he do to you?’

“He... | ... Heis...” Shelooked & me, imploring, asif | should know.

“Heis dharen of Silidra” | supplied. She nodded, her lips twitching. | waited.

“Did you catch with Chayin?’ she asked, her membranes fluttering like crier’ swings.

“Did you catch with Khys?’ | queried her back.

She dtarted, rose to her knees, dasping her bely. “Uritheria protect me!” she moaned. “I pray not.
Pease, did you?’

“No,” | sad. | understood part of her tears. If | had spawn by Chayin, he would have choice



between them. She did not want her son’s postion endangered. Her fear, that | might bear Chayin a
more worthy her than she, was not unfounded.

“l saw your son,” she said, gtting up, rdief taking the weight from her shoulders.

“Indeed,” | said. “And how did you find him?’

She shook her head, spread her hands wide. They ill trembled, pink-pamed. She licked her lips,
red tongue darting. “Awesome,” she said.

“Have you taken a hdsar?’ | asked, to cover my confuson. My child was eght passes old, surdy
too young for such an appdlation.

“No,” she murmured. “Nor do | wish to.” Those danted eyes shot black fire a me. “Chayin, under
its influence and that of the dharen, has become a sranger to me. He is worse than ever. There is no
controlling him.”

| only smiled. That would bother the Nemarchan. When he had been afflicted, she had worked her
will through him.

“He was not even interested enough in the affairs of this world to be present at the birth of his son,”
she said, upon a hiss wet with poisonous spray.

“l bore ming, dso, doneg” | sad, in what | hoped was a commisarating tone. “Where is the
cahndor?

“With Sereth.” And that hiss was shilant in the extreme. “They couch!” she spat, leaning so close that
her bresth rained upon my shoulder.

“They have long made such assgnations their practice,” | admonished her, gtartled. “I would not
atempt to get between them. You might lose your place dtogether.” She draightened. | recollected
something she had said, long ago at Frullo jer. “You 4ill live You did not fulfill your prophecy and die the
death Chayin had in mind for you.”

“Not yet, | have not,” she said. Then: “I would have died, had | been fool enough to linger near the
coast of Menetph. | was inland, in Menetph North, when the sea rose up and smote the city.”

| had not known Menetph amitten. But if the coastline of Adria had been changed in the holocaudt,
then why not elsawhere?

There was a sllence between us. | rose to refill her bowl. She grabbed it up and stood. | could look
down upon the part in her black har.

“Is Sereth wdll?” | asked her, as she followed me to the kifra stand.

“| doubt that | have ever seen him wdl. He is recovered from his temper of last evening, if that is
whet you mean.” | wondered what Chayin had told him of me.

“It would be a great favor if you would tel Chayin | must speak with him,” | said, pouring her golden
kifrafrom the moisture-beaded pitcher.

“About what?' she said softly.

| dmost dapped her, then recaled that | sought her aid.

“About the arrar,” | said, even softer.

She indined her head. Understanding crossed her face like a hulion’s shadow.

“Are you not araid of Khys's wrath?’ she murmured, making the jump. | reminded mysdf that
Liumawas an accomplished forereader.

“One would be a fool not to fear him,” | said coldly, seeing her recollect her own fear in whatever
had passed between her and the dharen. Her eyes found my chad. “1 might be able to keep him away
fromyou,” | offered.

“Could you?' Gratitude afore the fact has dways confounded me. Her fingers found my arm,
squeezed. | ressted the impulse to shake her hand away. | lifted my full bowl with my free hand to my
lips The keep grew dim, asif a cloud obscured the sun.

“Perhgps,” | said, asif | was sure. “But | must know your purpose here.”

She took a step backward, her eyes opened so wide they seemed dark stones amid fresh-falen
snow. Her mouth fdl open. Wheding, sailling kifra down my leg, | saw what she had seen, and my bowl
dropped from nerveless fingers, olashing its contents upon the rusty mat.

It had been no cloud before the sun. There was a blinding flash, a crackling as of burning parchment.



An acrid wind, upon which rode ginging grains of window, rattled the keep’'s locked doors. Tiny Liuma
grabbed me around the waist, buried her head agang me. | stood, unmoving, sroking her hair, her
whimpers réttling my flesh. Through the pulverized window, beyond which hovered a creamy egg-shape,
came ametd ramp that secured itsdf around the sl with hooked claws. The metd screeched upon the
stone. Over that bridge, into Khys's keep, scrambled two men, clothed but for heads and hands in black
formHitting garb. Around their waists were wide, blinking belts. | saw the red eyes of M’ksakkan death
cubes. Ther booted feet, firgt one pair, then the other, hit Khys's glass-sharded mat.

“Which one?’ said one intruder, hdting, arms akimbo. | moved toward the prison keep, away from
Liuma She moaned, huddling.

“That one!” said the second, whose belt blinked more than hisfelow’s.

| kept moving, wishing | had retained the bowl, toward the prison keep.

“Stop!” sad the fird, gpproaching. | stopped. | was far enough. The second M’ksakkan, his
atention upon Liuma, had his back to us. | moved hestantly toward the blond, my hands a my throat.
Wedl away from thewdl | stopped again.

He came dowly toward me, head jutting forward, eyes dert.

“Mease” | moaned, my voice aremble. “Do not hurt me” | begged in dumsy M’ ksakkan, omitting
the contraction.

“Jug come dong,” he sad, in his own language, relieved. “No one will hurt you.” | waked dowly
toward him. Temple, windpipe, throat?

“What'll we do with the other one?’ he cdled to his fdlow, turning his head. | leaped for it, hand
drawn back, am scissored. My three diffened fingers deepened the hollow in his throat, as my feet
touched the ground. He gurgled, fdl unconscious. My arm hurt, burning pain to the shoulder. | stepped
back, dutching my fingers. The other M’ksakkan just stared. | doubted that his friend was dead, but
from the fed of my hand, he should have been. | cursed my duggish body.

“M’kinlin!” bawled the remaining M’ ksakkan. | heard a scrabble upon the bridge.

“Come take me” | invited the second, in proper grammar. The man | had scored, | decided, was
dead. He had yet to breathe. | fdt uplifted, turned my full attention upon the fird, and the man who now
jumped from the swaying bridge into the keep.

“Comeon, M’as .. . What?' He froze, eyes widened. | heard noises, perhaps upon the gairs. “This
one ... le that one go! Help me” He started toward me, not deterred by the corpse. | backed toward
the prison keep. He had a decidedly un-M’ksakkan frame, graceful for dl its bulk. The bdt at his waist
was a veritable galaxy, blinking. He sdled. | retreated from him. He grinned, gray eyes ditted.

“M’kin hadn’t the authority to use one of these on you,” he said to me, closing. Deftly he herded me,
toward the corner. “I do. And | wouldn't mind a bit,” he added, his eyes touching his dead companion.
In his hand was the incinerating device, itstwin red eyes dight with baeful promise. “If you aren’t on the
ship at the count of three, you're dead.” He spoke M’kaskkan, without any interest in whether or not |
understood him.

“Ong” he said. | nodded, walking toward him.

“Two,” he said, turning on his heds, the death cube trained upon me. | redized then that he would do
it. | ran, gained the ledge, my skin gprickle, waiting for the hot tongue. | crouched there, in the wind. The
bridge, rivet-rough, swayed. Below, tiny, was the walk-waved grass, behind me, the black-haired man.

“Two and a hdf,” he said, grinning, touching my shoulder with the cube. | looked across it, a the
opening into the hover. |1 saw two more men crouched there, squinting across the gap.

He pushed me lightly. | fastened my eyes upon the opening, crawled onto the ramp. It lurched. My
fingers clutched its edges, curling around them. One leaned forward from ingde the ship, extended his
hand. The wind took up my har and blinded me with it. A hand dapped my buttocks. | crawled,
unseaing, my breath as loud as the high-tower wind. Crawled more, my hands never leaving the edges,
my hair fouling my arms, pulled by my knees. A hand touched mine, grabbed my wrigt. Ancther, a my
shoulder, pulled mein, out of the numbing gde. | sumbled; the hands held me upright. My feet touched a
reslient, flesy surface. | shook my vison clear. The M’ksakkan loosed his hold upon me. The
gray-eyed man, the casudty upon his shoulders, jumped down into the hover. Then | saw, through the



hatch, what the last man, the blond, found to do with Liuma. He lifted her up to the window ledge. It
seemed to me that she dept. Her arms swung loose, her body untenanted as he dropped her out the
window. Running crouched, he crossed the gap. Humming obediently, the bridge let go the tower’s gl
retracted itsdf. | saw the daws come over the sll as the hatch sides met. | swalowed hard, wondering if
her body had yet splashed upon the grass.

| turned from the festurdess star-stedl doors. About one of the hover's Sx couches the men
clustered, dl but the gray-eyed one, who sat with a leg thrown up on the hatch-side console, ams
crossed watching me.

“So you're what dl the fussis about,” he drawled, insolent.

“And who are you?’ | asked him. The muttering from the couch tinged angry. | could have taken two
M’ ksakkans. “You seem no M’ksakkan.” It came out ill-phrased in Silidran syntax.

“No M’ksakkan | am,” he mimicked me. “Asfor my planet of origin, you have never heard of it.”

“l doubt that,” | said, thinking that | was going to be sick. | pressed my palms againgt my stomach.
The vibration coming up through my feet increased. The caling, lighted squares, flickered, steadied. The
gray-eyed one turned and dapped three toggles, punched up avisud display.

“No input! Maref, let's see your suff! Manud till they cut in from their sde.” A red light was blinking
angrily. The hover bucked, shuddered. | sank down upon the springy floor, my stomach distraught.
Twiding my head, | saw more red lights glowering. At a console benegth a grid viewer, Liumas killer
lifted a pandl, clucked, held up ared, bent-flanged, from which a chewed tape edge dangled.

“Splice, my ass,” | heard him mutter. “1 knew this would happen. You can't mix sysems.” Another,
blond, with two boxes in hand, came to aid him. The brown-haired one hurried toward us, turned a
couch to face the console upon which the gray-eyed lounged, set to work there.

“I'll have lock for you in a minute” said the man a our console, fingers flying over the input keys,
replugging buses, cursng softly. Near the gray-eyed’'s shoulder, a red began to whirl, jerkily. The
brown-haired, dight man leaned back in the couch. It wriggled under him. “Got it,” he Sghed, a green
light igniting to uphold him. All across the console, green replaced red. The brown-haired man laced his
hands behind his head. “Shouldn’t you tie her up or something, M’ tras?’

The gray-eyed one took his eyes from the display grid across the hover. “Why? She won't be any
trouble. Will you?’

“No,” | said, curling my legs under me, leaning upon one arm. | wished my stomach would cease its
ralling.

“Stand up,” M’tras said. | complied shekily. He grinned, let his eyes rove me. He snapped his tongue
loudly. | could imagine what it meant. The brown-haired one chuckled, leering, and made some comment
inadang unfamiliar to me.

“Now, Maref, you can't do that,” he admonished. “At least, not yet. Me fird.” He did off the
console's edge. “Would you like to take a couch—a seat, that is?” | thought of the numerous ways |
could have killed himif | had been free of Khys's band of restraint.

“No, thank you,” | said, feding the hatch’'s star stedl cold againgt my back. | wished | had worn, this
day, more than the short length of white and slver silk. Green blinking shot sick shadows over my skin,
colored the neutrds of the hover, turned the white Slk upon me sky green. Then it ceased.

“What'll we do with M’kinlin?’ asked Liuma s killer, raising his head from the guts of the console.

“Let him decide, M’ as! You can stand it until we dock,” snapped the brown-haired man, in the tone
of a superior. The black-haired one who seemed to have my charge had cdled hm Maref, no
contraction, which put him ether very high or very low by birth in the M’ ksakkan hierarchy.

“Where are you taking me?’ | directed my question to him.

He held up both hands, palms toward me, asif to ward me off. “Ask M’tras,” he suggested. “I can't
even tak to you. | never saw you. I’'m not redly here. I'm vacationing on the moons of Dyriyiil. Wigh it
were truel” He chuckled, leaning back.

| turned once more to M’tras, whose bet had come to many-eyed life He quieted it with a touch.
Then he reached over the console to dip a headrest from its housing. Holding the spidery wires to his ear,
he spoke into the distended mouthpiece, his other hand raised to me, that | keep slent. | turned away,



my eyes drding around the hover. My fingers ached, those of my right hand. The nails throbbed. | might,
| thought, have cracked a carpd, from the way my am fdt. | rubbed it with my left pdm. The two
blonds, archetypicaly M’ksakkan in ther pae dightness and ther skinHitting black uniforms, had swung
the black contour seats toward the display grids. They lay upon them, talking low together. Upon the seat
to our right was the dead one. The next seat of the circle lay empty; the one upon its left hdd the
brown-haired Maref; the next, dosing the circle, was aso empty. None of ther uniforms had any familiar
inggnig nathing but the belts, whose meaning | could not read. By omission, then, this was not a Bipedd
Federation Liaison Unit.

They had killed Liuma

“You had best get away from the hatch,” said M’tras, pointing firmly to the unoccupied seat before
me. | sdled past im and sat upon its edge. It sought to clagp my buttocks. | sought a solid surface. |
wiggled, it writhed. | Sghed and made my hips dtill. It quieted. M’tras laughed, seated himsdf beside me.
The lounge quivered, reformed under me as it added his comfort to its task.

“Now, if you'd lain down, you would have been better off,” he commented, resting his elbows upon
his knees, regarding me siddong. He reminded me of Ddlin, though he was lighter-muscled. His hair,
unruly, harth black, was cut to the nape of his neck. His skin carried a gray-green tinge benesth it
darkness.

“Thisisalarge hover,” | observed.

“This” he corrected me, “isa specid hover. Show her.” Maref grunted, but raised a hand to his belt.
The grid before him disappeared, to be replaced by the coldest black | had ever seen, in which few stars
attempted a desultory sparkle.

“l am going to be sick,” | warned them, doubling over. From somewhere into my svimming vison
came awhite receptacle. A hand hdd it againg my mouth while | heaved. Very little did my stomach give
up, but it was long before it ceased trying. | was no longer upon my planet. | was in atiny craft adrift in
space. | concelved every catastrophe | knew possble in such a stuation. My skin dicked with fearful
sweset. The bag was gone from my sght, replaced by alined padm upon which two tiny spheroids rested.

“Take these” | managed to swdlow them, holding the proffered sack of water in both hands,
squeezing it up through the nipple.

“That's enough, or you'll lose it,” advised M’tras. | handed the water sack back, fird squeezing
some into my pams, that 1 might cool my burning cheeks with it.

“Y ou might have said you get star-sick,” he admonished me.

“l did not know,” | said shakily, shifting upon the undulous couch. | must have blanched.

“Look at me” he snapped. | did so. He had awebhing of tiny lines around his eyes. “Good. Ak me
questions or something. Keep your mind busy till the pills work.”

“Who are you?’

“l an”—and his lips curled—"Trasyi Quenni-sdedor Stryl Yri Yrlvahl. Most cdl me M’tras, in the
B.F. worlds. You might say | am an adopted M’ ksakkan.”

“And in what function do you serve the Bipedd Federate worlds?’ | asked. He had been right: | was
not familiar with any world that named its mde children in such a fashion.

Nor did I know a speech that rolled off the tongue so muscdly; | had never heard such a language. |
would have remembered. The reds upon the data-graph of the hatch-sde console twitched, rolled,
stopped. The board chattered. Hot, dry machine breeth filled the ar. Insulaion, carbonized, tickled my
nodtrils. 1 hoped this aling beast in which we rode would make it whither-bound. “What are you?’ |
asked again, risking a turn upon the blessedly quiescent couch to face him.

“A mechanic.” He shrugged. “When the machine tha runs the B.F. mafunctions, | fix it. However |
choose.” His eyes flicked up, caught mine. | arched my back, rubbing my arm.

“How did that bring us both here, now? What do you want with me?’

“Now, that is very complicated,” he said, Stting up. He raised one am over his head, bent at the
elbow. The other he twisted behind his back, grasping hands between his shoulder blades. He flexed,
puling hard. He repeated the actions, exchanging the postions of right and left ams. Such muscular
cadngs are universal among those who use their bodies. He took a deep bregth, judging the effect. “You



know anything about politics? Most Sligrans, I’ ve been told, don't.”

“What kind of politics?’ | said suspicioudy.

“Interworld. Slisraand M’ ksakka, for example?’

“No,” | said. He made that dicking sound; two click, two notes.

“Then | can't explainit to you. I'm not going to kill you, | don’t think. I'll probably make some kind
of ded with your people that'll get you back home” He frowned, running his thumb over his lower lip.
“But you can't tdl, with Sligrans. Yours is not the mogt rationd of races.” And | caught the change in
gpeech pattern, the muscd inflection of hislast sentence.

“How did you hide your hest?’” | asked him, usng the Silistran word, for M’ ksakkan has none.

“What?' he said, one brow, the left, diving downward.

How did you implement your plan, without Khys, who sees and controls a grest amount of owkahen,
the time-coming-to-be, finding out and obstructing you?’

“l don’t know.” He grinned, a flashing of teeth. The commander, Maref, rolled upon his side, facing
M’tras back.

“Come on, tdl her. I'd like to hear it. Crazies thing I've ever done in my life—and in broad
daylight!”

M’ tras shot the other awarning look. His gray eyes were chilled when they returned to me.

“l got alitle help. And that”—he turned his head, speaking over his shoulder—“is dl I'm willing to
say. Do not continue to question mel” Music, once more.

“Khyswill surely reduce you to component atoms for this” | said.

“Your playmete?

“Couch-mate,” | corrected him.

“That'swhy | went after you, not him. All our caculations say that he will dedl, with you among the
stakes. The probability of me getting in there, killing him, and out with my life, was minus—less than nil.”
His eyes were black-ringed, like frozen clouds. | thought | needed nothing less than one more
assgnation, but his whole bearing screamed that determination.

“Probability.” | laughed coldly. “What know you of such things?’

He laughed aso. | marked it strange, as he shifted, did closer. “I'm a stochagtic improviser. My
planet is provisondly entered in the Federate, the provisons upon our Side being that some aspect of the
B,F. prove itdf to be more than tondly boring. I'm part of the test group.” He leaned forward, toward
me. “I’'m doing what might be akin to discharging chadra, if | understand the concept.”

“Are you tdling me you sort?’ | asked, my fingers at my throat, at the band benesth the slk.

“l guess,” he said. “Mudcdly, mathemdicdly; | have a tdent for asking the right questions of a very
pecidized computer. | interpret that output. Then | hear it, and | guess. I'm an aurd symbolist. But sort?
If what Ddlin and M’lennin have reported is accurate, we don’t do anything like it.”

“Had Ddlin ahand inthis?’ | demanded.

“No.” He clicked once, sharply. “He didn’'t know. He is due for alengthy rest. Those last reports we
got from him had a great ded of misnformation in them. Men don't last long upon Sligra” His
wandering fingers found my thigh, dimbed it. I wondered why he did not Smply use me and have done
with it.

“What kind of mignformation?’ | asked dully.

“That you were amnesiac, helpless, little more than a vegetable, an easy score. That you would be
there done” The light flickered. | flinched, daring around anxioudy. The M’ksakkans lay quiet,
undisturbed.

“It's nothing, just their remote commencing docking procedure,” he assured me.

“It was not nothing the last time” | said, il with an effort as his am went around my shoulders.
Maref, from the adjacent couch, made derisve noises.

“l brought that red with me from home. The tolerances, capstan tensons, weren't close enough. It
happened in the trid run. We spliced it and made a copy. But you lose darity in a copy, so we went with
the spliced tape. It hed pretty wdl. You saw the difference, fdt it, running on the second-generation mix.
Youll redize it now that the Oniar-M has us remote.” And indeed, | could fed the lessening of vibration.



Thelights were steadier.

“What isthe Oniar-M?’ | adjudged him agitated. The pulse beat under his jaw, hasty.

“Our transportation to M’ ksakka. That'd be a big trek for this sallless boat.” His finger, thick-nailed,
touched Khys's device. “That's permanent?’ he asked.

“It is the dharen’s mark,” | said, throwing my shoulders back. “Shouldn’t we lie down, strap in?’ |
hed, | noted with satisfaction, properly contracted.

“You didn't answer me,” M’ tras observed, hislips drawing tight, removing his arm.

“The device” | said, “is permanent.” | met his eyes, which | had been long avoiding.

“Somebody did thet to me, I'd kill him,” he said.

“I do not think the dharen would even consder you,” | sad archly.

He put his elbows on his knees, regarded the floor between his feet. “You'd think someone in your
position would be grateful to be gotten out of it. | thought you would. Logic pointed to it. Instead, you kill
one of my people. | play a sus-chord, and you respond with a dissonance.” He chewed upon the insde
of his cheek.

“If you want me grateful, remove the band a my throat with your formidable technology,” |
suggested.

“And what would your playmate say, if we did that?” he asked innocently.

He knew, then, exactly what he was about. Either he was intending to return me to the dharen, or for
his own reasons wanted me tractable. | sighed, letting my fingers play in my chald. His body, relaxed,
gave me no due to histemper. | had no sense of him, talentless degenerate though he doubtless was. Al
his dissming banter had been just that—and of no consequence. Yet he had taken me, out from under
the care of Khys, with Chayin and Sereth close at hand. They had had no inkling. Liuma, in her weeping,
hed known something. She would never know anything again.

Maref, with a grunt, sat up in answer to the blinking console’s summons. He put his ear, then his
mouth, to the headset. Then he ripped it off his head, eyes ditted, and brought it to M’tras, playing the
cord out behind him. “For you.” He grimaced.

Risng, M’tras received it. The two blonds sat up, diving for their own receivers.

“Let him,” M’tras said into the mouthpiece, chin tucked in, his body an S-curve of defiance. His
fingers drummed upon his belt, sharp tapsin the slence. | stood. M’tras motioned Maref toward me. He
came, fingarsto hislips.

“Lick it, for dl | care. We can't afford to further implicate oursdves.” Pause. “No. Let me tak to
him” He dlicked an intricate pattern, three times. | decided, watching him, that when Khys destroyed
him, 1 would like to be present.

“Look, man, thisis no time for nerves” He snarled into the headset, his eyes closed. “I don't care
what he said. Don't worry. He couldn’'t.” Pausing, he tapped his bdt in a definite sequence. The
hatch-side console came dight. A geometric graph showed there in green. Across it grew two root
sysems, one red, one white. Where they intersected, numbers flashed, changing as fast as heartbests.
“Some kind of illuson. People don't just appear out of thin air. All right, sparkling air. No, no such thing.
Wait ...”

He lifted the phone away from his ear. The two blond M’ksakkans were crouched at the foot of the
far console, spuittering with suppressed laughter.

“Look,” M’tras continued. “I will, if you do not cdm down, disconnect.” A short pause. “I’ll push the
papers through, if that is what you want. But if you're right, you'll be safer there”” His tone had logt its
sureness. His gaze, rapt upon the ever-changing numbers, grew shadowed. His frame straightened up.
The M’ ksakkans were no longer amused.

“The gtuaion has dtered markedly,” he said. “I'll send someone for you. No, nothing urgent. Just
that Snce you know, now, you're usdess. We might as wdl save what we can. Two hours, a the port.”
Smile “How long isthat inred time? It's close. Try.” He took off the headset, extended it to the empty
ar, his attention on the graph, whose white lines had taken on atinge of blue,

Maref took it from him, waving his hand before the larger man's abstracted face. “We don't read
minds, M’tras.”



Clicking, M’tras lowered his head, quieted the console from his belt. “Cdl Oniar-M. Have them pick
up Ddlin at Port Adtrin.”

“l could go back and ...” Maref offered, broke off, shrugged, and hastened to the board. M’tras,
who had turned his back to him, glared & me, crossng the distance between us in three drides. He
grasped my arm urgently, turned me toward the seat | had so gladly vacated. Meekly | let him push me
toward the haf-sentient black couch.

“What occurred?’ | asked, coming to terms with the soft, ever-moving plush of the seat. His I€ft leg
pressed mine. Again he balanced his elbows upon his spread knees.

“I'm not about to tdl you,” he said angrily, his head in his hands.

“Let metdl you,” | said, joy making me careless, amug.

“Don’'t! Don't make me covet what information you have. You wouldn't enjoy our methods of
extraction.” His reproof was sharp.

“Dock in three minutes,” Maref announced. M’ tras did not seem to hear.

“Tdl me” he said, draightening up, his brows drawn down over his eyes. “Go ahead. What has
occurred?’

“Y ou spoke with Dlin. Khys or one of his council appeared to take him to task for what you have
done. Seeing that he knew nothing, that one gave him a demand for my return and a threat of retdiation.
Ddlin was never very brave. He wants out. | cannot see how Ddlin came to know of you, but | would
cdl it some machine-aided determination.”

“| thought you were talentless while wearing that collar,” he said oftly his eyes crinkled.

“l guesed,” | sad. “I know Khys”

He bit his cheek amoment. “1 wish | did,” he said. “ Sparkling air, yet. He can do that? He surveyed
the hover, asif looking for Khys behind him.

“Two minutes” said Maref dryly.

“And so much more | doubt that you could conceive hislimits”

He awakened his bdt, | thought | saw something Soinning among the lights.

“Could he,” he said very dearly, “destroy something—say, this ship—from his present position upon
Siligra, without mechanicd aid?’

“And therefore, indefengbly, to a machine culture .... Yes, surely, though he might hesitate to do so
with me aboard.”

“Might?’ His belt suddenly quieted, asif sharing the concern that froze him.

“He has what he desired from me—a mae child. He would spend me, doubtless, if the prize was
dear enough.” | did not believe aword of it, but | wanted M’tras to take the falsehood, camouflaged so
lavidhly with truth.

“Oneminute” said Maref.

IV: The Gulf of Alternate Conceptions

ljiyr was the name of the indrument M’tras played. The sound of it, coaxed by dextrous fingers
toned sonorous around the cabin. Crydadline piercing, thick as running water came that quarter-tone
composition, for atime that was not long, but so meaningfully filled it stretched eternity.

As he put it by upon the table, a sad yearning filled me, to be again where those sounds had winged
us. He had taken me with him, where the music spirits go, out of cabin, of confinement, to a place where
| bore no band of restraint, nor the heavier weight of my Shapers heritage. Brought dmodt to tears by
the melody’ s beauty. | could only St a time, breething. M’ tras himsdf was quiet, loose-muscled, leaning
back in the cabin’s marsh-gray chair.

| sat in the other, which was green-toned and merafully inanimate. Between us was a burnished table
of some metalic-seeming substance. The cabin was sectioned, diffusdy lit, windowless. Between the two
degping dabs was a partition, subdivided, that served food, information, entertainment.

One wdl offered a panoramic view of the Western Forest. | had asked M’tras, had been told that
the Western forest was the greatest naturd wonder upon M’ ksakka. It looked like any other forest save



that the colors, beneath a gray-brown sky seemed dull. The tree shapes, if you looked at them closdly,
were not quite right by Slidran standards. The opposite wal held some rather soothing Torth wall
sculpture, four pieces that meshed the space between them, light green, into an integra part of the artists
conception. The cloud-toned wall held the door, with its red-glowing, oblong pam-lock. Across from it
was the entry into the cabin’s washroom, flanked by storage units, doored and drawered with the warm,
aully burnished metd. That same metd floored and ceilinged the cabin, pedestaled the table and degping
dabs securdy in place. The covers and hanging that might be drawn for privacy around the dabs were a
rich brown velvet.

| had gone and sat upon one of those dabs, despairing of ever leaning to deep so high off the
ground, upon such a squishy, uncertain surface. The pills that had cadmed my somach were wearing off,
as was the drug’ s attendant easing of my nerves. When, | wondered, would Khys reclam me? | hugged
mysdf, cold, frightened.

M’tras had not troubled me, but gone to his dab and gotten the ijiyr from its case. Trilling some
tentative scales, he had been unsatisfied, dicking, his dark fingers running agildy upon the lucent keys. He
placed it upon the table, gone to rummeage in the storage drawers. When he returned with atiny cube and
a brace of tools, my curiogty had drawn me to the thing, lying slent, as long as my forearm, upon the
metd. It was a keyboard and stringed ingtrument both, with a tiny and complex square of exposed
wiring, under which were dids and switches.

He ministered to it, concentrated, intent. Thrice he touched a string, twice reset a red-switch,

“What isit?’ | asked when at last he sank into the gray chair and pulled the ingtrument into his lap.

“Anjiyr. | think with it,” he had said, snking his chin to his chest, his right hand griking the firg
chord. | do not remember gtting down. Only the sound that took life and inhabited the air, do | recdl.
The scale he employed pivoted, metamorphosed, engaged. He joined modes in ways | had never before
imagined. That levd of sophigtication in mugc is oft inaccessble. M’ tras was doquently, spiritudly direct.
Upon Siligra, a muscdan of such stature would have been high-chaded, a dharener among his kind, But
he was not of Sligra He was some kind of mechanized Sayer, about the busness of Bipedd
Federation. | fdt momentary disgudt, that they would waste such a tdent, as | looked at him, his spirit
dow returning from its outward fight, his jaw and neck aglitter with moisture.

“You should not do dse but that,” 1 said to him honedtly.

He clicked, eyed me without turning. “1 am no planner,” he said crypticdly. “1 haven't the Samina to
play that much.” Then he did turn, put his e bows upon the table, resting hisfacein his pdms. “I have this
feding you and | keep talking just to the left of each other—we think we're communicaing, but we're
misgpprehending, and it's getting worse.”

“The guif of dternate conceptions.” | nodded. “We have no contexudly agreed upon symbals for
what might be expressed—there are none in M’ ksakkan, certainly.” | recollected twice, snce the hover
hed discharged usinto the great gleaming tube leading inship, that such had occurred. Once he had asked
mewha type of restraint Khys's band put upon me. Asmy ears cracked clear, in the enclosure that had
come to be around us, | had tried to answer. When the metd doors did back, exposng a yelow,
bright-lit corridor, he hed up his hands in defeat, conceding that Snce we could not determine a common
concept of ether time or space, we could not sandly try to discuss events pertaining to them. Then, as the
M’ ksakkans who had manned the amdl craft left us, in that centrd hub, many-legended, which gave
access to every levd of the huge craft, he had asked meif | would watch the ship take sal. And | had
refused, venting my distaste and discomfort at being insde a machine, my life dependent upon the perfect
function of a number of tiny nonsentient devices.

“And how would you get across the void?" he had demanded, somehow hurt by what | said.

“By my will, if I so choose,” | had snapped defensively.

And he had laughed derisively, saying that he would like to see it. | assured him he mogt probably
would, sung by his disbdief. We kept, in common accord, along slence that ended only with hismusc.

“What does your dternate conception dictate that | cal you?’ he said, poking hisijiyr. It whispered a
tritone. He straight-fingered the trings, diding down an octave. “Well-Kegpress?’ He tasted it, surdly his
preference, his tone rich with connotation.



“Dhareness, if you will. Or Keepress, though long past isthat. Or crdl, or saiisa, | care not. My given
name, when | have borne it, has most times seemed aufficient.” | thought of that time as crel when even
my name had been stripped from me, & Chayin's hand. Near to five years it had been snce | lay back
upon the high couch of Adria to service whomsoever the moment dictated. “You may,” | sad in a
much-softened tone, “if you choose, cal me Edtri.”

“l would like that,” he said, his voice a stream coursng gravel, his eyes upon his hand upon his
ingrument. “I would make this as pleasant as possible for you,” he began hestantly. “1 haven't yet bound
you, or hurt you, though you proved yoursdf deserving of both when you killed M’kinlin.” He looked up
from under his brows, head dill bent. “1 don’t know if | believe dl this supernorma  suff, but seeing you,
| believe alot more of what I’ ve heard about Slidra”

This | knew, was the moment. “I would be indebted to you if you would keep me from Ddlin's
hands,” | said upon my softest bregath, letting my fingers twist in my lap, biting my lip. “He has reason,
perhaps, to abuse me” | trembled.

“Don’'t worry,” he assured me gruffly, “this is my project. |1 have to be able to return you to your
couch-mate.” He grinned, that he had used the proper term. If one would seem less a danger, seek ad
agang some smdl threst.

“You mugt be sure of your safety, to wait upon him,” | observed.

“If 1 left him there, knowing of us, I'd be afool.” He Sghed, sat back in his chair. “Your friend Khys
gave us a time limit within which to return you. My guess is, he's pretty busy right now, and that hell
wait. If he s got dl that power, hell take you when it's convenient. If not, | don’t have to worry.”

“What happens at the end of the time limit?’

“If we don't return you?” Softly, plucking tiny high notes. “Hell rdieve us of our most distant moon,
Niania” His eyes searched my face, his own expresson uncommitted. “That moon is populous,” he
added. “The destruction that such an unprecedented occurrence would wresk is incaculable. There are
the other two moons to consider. And upon M’ ksakka, earthquake, flooding, possible volcanic eruption,
axid redignment, violent turbulence—too much to conceive” | only sat and looked a him. | was not
shocked, as he seemed to be. “Could he, redidticdly, do such athing?’

“Before the battle of Amarsa, '695, even | could have done it.” | raised my arms above my head,
stretched, wriggling. “Of course he can. It is easy to just unmake something, especidly something large.
Harder it isto take athing and change it, leaving adl €lse around it unchanged. Did he choose to take such
dragtic measures, he would, | am sure, contain dl sde effects. Khys has a great reverence for life He
would not kill so many as you project.”

M’ tras shidded his eyes with a spread hand. “You think hell do it, then,” he said from under it. “You
think he can do it.”

“l have never known him to break his expressed word,” | said solemnly. “Give me back to him now,
and you might avoid dl that will otherwise follow.”

“l can't do that. | have great ded at stake. | need time”

“Khys has given you time” | whispered, wishing he had not done so.

“l don't believe any of this” he spat. “1 can't believe it. I'm stting here actudly consdering aborting
a project because some back-space monarch threatened a not-much-saner locd officer who is long
overdue for arest: *Divest you of your smdlest moon' was the quote | got! It's unreasonable to demand
that we dtretch our credibility that far.” He rose and paced, stopped before me.

“What did your computer say?” | asked

“Can’'t get a sane answer put of it, either. The basic information we fed it has shown up faulty. I'm
going to have to tear down the program and start again. All | want the bastard to do is negotiate! Behave
like a avilized being, that’s not too much to ask, is it?” He glowered down upon me, his hips jutting
forward. “Isit?’ he snarled.

“Loang,” | said, craning my neck to meet his eyes, “is not in Khys's conception.”

He looked at me with evident disgust. “I don’t know who you people think you are,” he said through
curled lips, as the partition between the degping dabs began chiming. His boots dgpping the sted floor,
he hurried to it, pamed its face, and flopped down upon the velveted dab beforeit.



“What!” he snapped a the partition. “It better be good.”

“Uh ... we have callection on Ddlin, dock fifty-seven minutes” The partition spoke in Maref’s voice.
“Systems check out fine. Y our favorite toy thinksit needs dternate indructions, having aborted when the
probaility low you specified was reached. The boss wants to tak to you. We're rigged right to jump,
and holding.” | found mysdf hafway to the dab, stopped, crossed the distance.

“H#67-a4-32. It's a Systems A red | brought with me” sad M’tras, his bet as jitter-lit as the
partition, where a amdl replica of Maref’ s face chewed itslips.

“Wait. Got it,” said Maref, pleased a whatever he saw offscreen. A blurred figure passed behind his
head, was gone. M’tras patted the dab besde him. | perched there. “And where’—Maref
grinned—"will that take us, if you don’t mind me asking?’

“My place. Wide dipse. Orbit only,” said M’tras, in the tone of one who will hear no argument,
sorawling more widdy upon the dab.

Maref raised oneftiny eyebrow. “You'll clear it?’

“My presence clearsit. But I'll cdl the lady and confirm, gladly.”

“Hne with me” he said, miniaure eyes roving. “Having any success?” They stopped upon me,
well-replicated M’ ksakkan blue.

“Some” M’tras said. “I’ll let you know later.”

“You ought to spend some of that charm on you-know-who. She's feding resentful, usurped. This
gdetripwon't hep.”

“It might save her unfortunately extended life” he said. “I'll cdl you back.” And the face was gone,
the screen pand retracted, replaced by what | had firg seen there: an atractive arangement of geometric
light forms.

M’ tras stretched hugdy, musdes diding under the black, dinging uniform. | wished | had retained my
Sedt at the table. What might lurk there, benesth the cloth? His gppraisng glance was unmistekable. |
hoped he was not barbed, as are the men of Katrir, or overly acid-bearing, as are the Oguasti. He was
from aworld with which | was not familiar. What microorganisms might he bear within him?

“Does your race have a compdtibility index number?’ | said, as he continued to stare meeningfully at
me

“.8888, if it eases your mind.” He chuckled. “Come here”

It did ease me. Physologicdly he was no danger, | presumed to think. “Hadn't you better finish your
busness?’ | temporized, rigng from the dab edge. Blur-fast, his hand reached out, imprisoning my leg
just above the knee. Crudly he pressed the nerves there. | moaned, sank down upon the dab, my fingers
unable to loose his grip. He took his hand away, tapped his blt, slent. | wriggled upon the plush, feding
the dide of slk againd it. Rigng, he dapped caaudly at the partition, just below the geometric display. A
woman's face cleared upon the screen even as it moved forward. Behind her tawny head was deep
blackness, and the stars. | shivered.

“It took you long enough,” she said without preamble. Pde eyes avoided me with determination.
Around her mouth were shadowy brackets of flesh. She twitched one. “I wish you'd tdl me firg, in the
future, before you countermand my orders!”

“If 1 did that, you'd likdy not have one. I'm concerned with timing. That means exactly the right
move a precisely the right time. Not three seconds error can | dlow. You can't even tak that fast, let
donethink. Do what | say, and don’t bother me, and we'll be rid of each other soon enough. | don't like
this any better than you.”

“l ought to countermand, and you can wak home from M’ksakkal” she raged.

“If this project blows, there might not be a M’ksakka,” said M’ tras, squinting.

She snorted, twitched her mouth again. Into the screen came a many-ringed hand bearing a gemmed
gylus She pursed her lips upon it, gnawing contemplatively. | saw her seek her dignity, pull it around her
like a palpable cloak. The stylus and the blunt-fingered, bejeweled hand bearing it, were withdrawn.
Then it reappeared.

“You therel” she blared, pointing the tooth-marked ingrument a me.

| flinched. M’tras covered hislower jaw with his hand,



“Yes?' | acknowledged, throwing my hair over my breasts.

“You killed one of my people. When they finish with you, you're mine. And | assure you, you're
going to wish you were dead!” And the screen depicting her suddenly livid face went blank. | pushed my
har out of my eyes. My fingers rubbed my temples, and they were dammy. Behind the woman had been
the stars. | had taken some comfort in this larger ship. It seemed solid, like a building upon stolid earth.
But it was just adightly bigger craft, floating precarioudy in the ever-dark.

“Now, don't get sick again,” he growled, as | dumped forward, my arms pressed around me. “She
can't touch you. It's nothing, don't cry.” M’ tras rubbed my back.

“Why don’t you just imprison me? Do whatever you're going to do and get it done?’ | gulped for air,
shaking spasmodically. His hand upon me stilled.

“Sure, leave you done. That'sdl | need. I'm respongble for you. | acquired you. | have to hold onto
you long enough to use you.”

“How long can thisgo on?’ | walled it doud, though softly, of a sudden anguished, so far from home,
inaband of restraint. | pulled my legs up againg me, my arms around my knees, soles on the dab.

He found some obscure humor in my discomfort, sheking his dark head, chuckling. Risng from the
dab, he carefully divested himsdf of his blinking belt, wedging it securdly between cushion and wall a the
dab’'s head.

“Itwill be,” he said as his dothing swelled a puddie of black upon the burnished floor, “about three
days until we orbit my home world. ‘This can go on, doubtless, that long. Khys's ultimatum gives us
twice that.” He turned to face me: .8888 normd; wide-sprung ribs, short-coupled torso, ridged belly. His
ams and legs were long, his neck and middle fully sheathed in muscle upon large thick bones. His sex
seemed to the eye unremarkable, adequate, awake iniits lar of black curling hair. | was not in the least
interested. | have, | thought, been away from the couch too long. My tastes have become overly rarefied.
There was nothing wrong with this man who stood before me. He at present hed my life, he would at any
moment have my use. And | was mind-locked. My body fet only numb and cold, though it could not,
aurdy, have been the wind from the abyss. Not here, not under these circumstances; it could not have
followed me here. | fought to find the present, my flesh, to stand upon the moment, peg the time, as
befitted a Shaper’ s daughter.

The achein my throat came firg to me, and with it | bought delay. “Might | have water?’ | petitioned
him. He brought it from the partition dispenser. Sipping, | regarded him from under my hair.

“I've let you sample my skills” he said when | put the drink by. “Now I'd try yours” | could heer it
inhim, the fascination for my cdling, for what | was, rather than who. | sghed, and rose, brushing by him,
letting my trailing hand make the firg touch. Only did | greet it, soft as a wirrageet’s wing, as | put
auffident distance between us. Reveding the body before a man did | then review, in its most extended
verson, thet | might in that time fan the fire low within me. M’tras, with indinctive etiquette, stood Slent
participant with me; he aso risgng, fists upon hips thrown aggressively forward. Deep below my nave, my
heat hissed and grew. | turned full around, dowly.

He lifted me clear off the ground in mid-turn, and it was his face then that warned me. Buit truly, it
was late. Customs differ. Mordity isonly a sdlective overlay. | saw the outline of his fig againg my bely.
| clamped my teeth upon my wrigt, tasting my own blood. No M’ ksakkan was M’ tras.

“You're amdl in the hips” he said coldly, in the way of such a man after couching. | noted the
beaded sweat upon his upper lip, the deep intake of his breeth.

“Sill, think you?” | said in Siligran. | lay upon my back, my hips turned, assessng my damages. He
laughed, with clicks.

“Have you been long without?’ | asked, dill inmy language.

“Long enough,” he grunted, ralling onto his sde. He leaned upon a crooked arm. His pulse beat hard
in the veins that rode, webber-like, near the surface of his skin. His Silistran was hesitant, unaccented.
“Something new, perhaps?’ he postulated, over what he had done.

“My body knew it not,” | admitted, not adding that | had seen Sereth do such a thing, to another
man, upon atime.

He ran hisfree hand over my hip, under the dharen’s chad. His fingers counted the gol-drops. If he



hed wanted to shock me, to make me wary, respectful, he had succeeded. “How did you find it?” He
amiled over the Sligran phrase.

“I would not add it to my practice, given the choice. But | am willing to admit | will never forget it
Lest he again gtrive to make himsdf angular inmy sight, | spoke, praised his skill. Tentatively | moved my
body, moaned, lay 4ill.

“Pease do not give me up to those others, M’tras.” | reached out my hand, let my fingers trall his
chest. | thought of the woman, and shivered. My kidneys ached. Sowly | drew up my knees. He seemed
to be consdering me. My skin cooled as his eyes ran dong it. He clicked twice, stretched back for his
belt, ill wedged at the dab’s head beneath rumpled plush. My fids clenched, | studied him, seerching a
due to his temper in hisdien ways.

He spread the belt on the velvet. Whidling softly, he did a metd cover, exposng a narrow visud
disolay, quiescent. | twisted toward it, so close my nose caught the machine breath’'s tang. Numbers
flashed replies to his deft finger-questionings. Grunting his satisfaction, he stopped it, covered the
twelve-digit face.

“M’tras” | whispered, daring alight touch upon his hirsute forearm, “please. | am long removed from
wellwork. Such demands as yours tax me to my limit.” Those black-ringed eyes met mine, cdculating. A
tiny tic flashed over hisleft lid.

“If it means something to you,” he sad, fla voiced, “I could arrange it. But well trade favor for
favor. Ded?” Once more, it was M’ ksakkan he spoke.

“Your will ...” 1 acquiesced, rdeasing the breath | had held. Even the touch had been chancy, upon a
men who fancied no aggression from afemae. | waited for him to make his move. Stochastic improviser,
he had named himsdlf, and aurd symbolist. What those words meant, | could only conjecture. He rolled
onto his somach. One of his hands remained upon his belt. His eyes did not leave me. | could get no
sense of what lurked behind them. What was he? Surely more than he seemed, to have acquired me. He
hed gotten help, he had told Maref. | let my gaze catch his, across the belt.

“Why did you kill Liuma?’ | asked him softly.

“The other woman? She was a witness. She shouldn’'t have been there”

“It did no good. Many might have witnessed what occurred, from the lakeside.”

“I'm supposed to ask you the questions,” he growled, propping himsdf up on an ebow. “How do
you think he figured it out so fast?’

“Khys? Most probably, someone saw you. He might have had it from my mind. Often he has
monitored me. Or he might have looked in upon the moment, having easly accessible perameters like the
bresking of the window and Liuma a death. Or he might Smply have gotten hisinformation from the sort.
| doubt that there was more than one path leading here. Or—"

“Stop! That'sdl garbage,” he snapped, scowling. He jabbed his belt dight. “Let’'s say nobody saw
us | was assured that no one would. I’'m going to give mysdf that much credit. It didn’'t have to be us.
Anyone with that much power has enemies.” Rulling a hislip, hefdl dlent. Cautioudy | gathered my legs
under me. My thighs trembled with tetanus. Who, | wondered, had assured him? Who could give such
assurance?

“Thet leaves” he said dourly, “him eavesdropping upon the whole escapade by means of your mind.
I’'m not willing to believe that. Or you think he might have reconstructed what happened. | can bdieve
that, more easlly, but not the way you put it. That last—that he would have known it was us because it
was us—I can't find any way to state that interms | can work with.” He squinted a me, though the light
hed not brightened. Reaching out, he traced the band of restraint at my neck. “If the fird is true, what
assurance have | that heign't ‘monitoring’ us now?’

“None” | said. “He might be.”

He grinned. | met his humor solemn-eyed. A shiver ran perceptibly over his flesh. “I’'m going to gart
over. Do you know anything about Sligtran politics?’

“You asked me that before” | reminded him. His flat pAdm stopped in mid-strike, the wind of it
buffeting my cheek. “No.” | cowered, startled. “Not much, anyway.”

“That's better,” he said. “Now tdl me how abunch of anachronistic savages managed to destroy two



brand-new, unmentionably expensve M-class Aggressives. | know you were involved.” His scowl,
brought ominoudy close, was terrifying.

“At the battle of Amarsa, you mean? It was only a peripherd effect. The energy | was usng to fight
Reet as Uritheria threw a whole section of Sligra out of sequentid time—" And he did dap me
resoundingly. | put my hand to my stinging cheek.

“Try agan,” he spat, thruding his face close once more. The veins at his temple pulsed his outrage.
“What caused the destruction of those ships?’

“Please, | have told you the truth,” | whimpered. “Would you make melie?’

A long time he questioned me, over and over agan the same words. And | answered him as best |
could, trying to keep my answers consstent. But he wanted other knowledge than the truths | had for
him. Unaccepting of my replies, he sought for those he had preconceived. My throat was dry and sore
and my mind spinning when he findly desisted, truimphant a having extracted from me an admisson tha
the old weapons of prehigtoric Slidran wars ill existed.

“Somewhere’—I had sumbled over my tongue my eagerness to please him—"they are, in the hides.
But they are old, so old, and long untended. It is not our custom to cherish such things. Thousands of
years they have lain there. | would doubt that any are il functional.” Huddled opposite him, | fdl slent. |
could retreat no farther, my back dready pressed againg the wall that spawned the dab. | thought of
Chayin’s threat to exhume those weapons, when the M’ ksakkans tried to treat with the Parset Lands.

“That,” he sad, crouched menadngly above me, “makes more sense” His bearing blared his
triumph, that he had found truth that suited his preconception. “That's the whole key to it, isn't it! Old
weapons, from a more sophisticated culture.” He grinned widdy. “I'd be willing to bet that some of them
are dill functiond,” he mimicked nedtily. “Functiond enough to blow a hole in the B.F. budget, that's
ure”

| lowered my gaze to the brown velvet of the dab. My fingers made light strips running againgt the
nap. Let him, by his own will, be misnformed. When Khys blasted his M’ ksakkan moon from time and
space, M’tras would learn,

“Whatever the source,” | offered, hestant, “would it not serve you to avoid a confrontation with
weapons againg which you have no defense? Return me to the dharen. | have some little influence” 1 lied
then, but he could not know it. “1 will see to it thet there are no reprisals”

“No chance” he grunted. “Asclose as | can, I'm going to stick to my firg conception. I’'m going to
hold you. He Il dedl. If he could have just snatched you, he would have done so by now. If he were sure,
he would' ve arrested Ddlin.” he added, crossng his legs under him. He watched me attentively, waiting.
| only stared.

“What are you thinking?’ he demanded.

“That you had better ask these questions of your friend the belt. Its answers suit you better than mine.
But you are afoal to so shortchange the dharen. He will, when it suits him, do exactly as he wishes with
dl of us” | wondered why | bothered, rubbing my bruised cheek. Shifting off one aching thigh, | was
reminded of the coarseness with which he had set about demordizing me. “1 was’—I raised my eyes to
him, chin high—"once, very powerful. Suspend for amoment your disbelief. Grant me my blood right. It
was |, not Khys, whose power destroyed your ships, offhandly, while about a much greater undertaking.
With gods did | contend. My father is greatest among the Shapers, those who created this apparent time
and space inwhich we live. And | fdl to Khys. Totdly and completely did he denude me of my strengths,
until | could be taken by even the likes of you. That fact done should warn you.” | broke off, for he no
longer listened. His belt, upon his lap, spoke in its strange language. He sat very dill, attentive. After a
time he straightened up, pulled spread fingers through his black hair. His discontent lay upon him like a
Sneer.

“Get dressed,” he snapped, rigng to take his own orders.

Obediently | wrapped my slk short-length about me. It seemed skimpy, insufficdent covering for this
place. It was quickly done, and | stood, uncertain, avating hm as he layer by layer donned his fitted
gear. When dl that could be seen of hisflesh was above the neck and below the writ, | ventured to ask
it.



“Isit a point of economics that concerns you? Is it recompense for what you logt a our hands that
brought you to this foolhardy action?’

“Partly,” he grunted, fastening his belt over his hips.

“Then you and | could resolve between us dl differences, peacefully,” | blurted, excited with the
dmplidty of the idea.

“How? He dishelieved, fids resing on his black-clothed hips. A surreptitious finger set his belt
whirling. It hummed softly, content to bein service to its master.

“I will leave with you my chad. One could buy a yra of such ships with its worth.” | grinned a him,
expecting approbation.

He came and ran his hands over it, nestled againg the white and slver sk at my wast. “1 didn't think
it was red,” he muttered. Then he clicked, rasing his eyes to mine. “A man could, with that much gal,
buy an A-systems computer, even.” His fingers twisted in the strands, relaxed. But his body was 4iff, his
breath moving shdlowly in his chest. | knew he considered it. “I can't do thet,” he said, pushing me
away. “Lives were spent. Even that much wedlth can't replace them.”

“And spending more liveswill? A moon full of lives, perhaps? If | were you, | would warn those who
dwel upon that sphere that they may flee the dharen’s wrath.” | turned my back to him, tense, waiting for
ablow that did not fdl.

“I've done that,” he said, dill subdued, as | made my way to the dab upon limbs that shook despite
my best efforts. There | crawled to the corner, faced him from its comforting security. He only watched
me, a bemused expression upon him. | knew that he would dlick his tongue a second before | heard the
sharp tone.

“What do you want, then, from Khys?’ | asked, the distance between us emboldening me.

“I want,” he said in a fla, cold voice, “the man who killed Mossenen. | want recomprense in serum
for every man logt dong with those ships, | want their weight in drugs. The only replacement fitting for
their livesis the gift of life” | hardly heard the last. Sereth’s life, he would demand. Khys would never
cedeit. And if it came to atrade, | would give mine gladly rather than see such an occurrence.

“Khys will never agree,” | hissed, and the vehemence of my tone drove his dark brows down over
his eyes. With measured steps he approached me,

“Hewill. Or you'll bear the whole weight of our displeasure. Mossenen was the most-loved adjuster
ever to rule M"ksakka. We can't have your killers picking us off at their leisure. It's principle. We let him
get away with this, we might as wel hand him the Bipeda Federate Group.”

“If you—" Chiming interrupted me. | bit my lip, swalowing what | would have said. It occurred to
me, as he dapped the partition to life, that he might not know whom he sought, who had killed the
M’ ksakkan officid. And | had dmost enlightened him.

Reveded upon the screen was Maref, an infinitesma musde jumping in his miniature jaw. “Ddlin’'s
on his way down there. There was no stopping him.” His tone was apologetic, his pams raised to the
screen.

“That's nice” sad M’tras dryly. “What are you doing up there, playing with each other? Get three
men down here. | want them waiting outside the door!” He dapped the screen away, growling deep in
histhroat.

As he crossed to his strange indrument and sank with it in his lgp into the green chair, | could not
hep but remember athing Khys had said, when firg we stood before him, Chayin, Sereth, and |, and he
derided us. Of Sereth he had spoken his disquiet, that such a seemingly talentless one had come to stand
before him, and in the company of such “blood” as was possessed by the cahndor of Nemar and me.
Later, Khys had sad tha when a man comes forcibly into your circdle by means of outstanding
accomplishment, one cannot gainsay hisright to be there, however much his very presence might ater
some cherished preconception. Thus, | reasoned, it mugt be with this dien, M’tras. His music rolled and
thundered, the anger in it prodding my adrenas. Cold it was, a summoning from the abyss. Bass def
only, of that score that holds the worlds digned, did M’ tras cdl forth from his stringed machine. His head
was down. His lips upon occason moved, mouthing the sounds his fingers made. His work-set face
glittered like Khys's sed upon by bresst.



He pamed his grings to jarring quiet as the door pand blinked. The partition upheld the palm-lock,
chiming. | found mysdf pressed back into the corner, thinking of what the three of us had done to Ddlin
that time we sought Celendra. | pulled the velvet up around me, dragging it loose from the dab foot.

M’ tras was looking at me. The door chimed again. He turned awvay and touched his waist. The door
did asde. Ddlin, leening there in northern leathers and cloak, short-sworded, chaded, straightened up
dowly. His eyes were bleak. He had 4ill, I noted as he crossed the keep, ignoring M'tras, the limp | had
seen upon himin Khys's audience chamber. He had, | thought, cringing back, velvet cover crushed in my
figs, logt the waight he had carried excessve in '695. M’tras merdly turned his chair upon its pedesta,
that he might observe. He ran a thumb over his lower lip. Then | could not see him; Delin's bulk
obscured dl ese,

“Edril” His knees were upon the dab, those hand reaching out toward me. “Are you hurt? By the
gods of my mother, | assure you, | had no hand in this” He grabbed me up in his ams, hdd me.
Shocked, | was limp againg his sweet-smdling circlet armor. He lifted me from the dab, placing my feet
upon the floor.

At arm’ s length he hdd me. In Siligtran he had spoken. | answered him the same.

“Pregti, m'it tennit, Liaison,” | replied. “I am wdl enough.” His fingers dug my shoulders. “Among
these atifacts of your culture, Khaf-Re, think you the both of us seem out of place?” His fingers
loosened, dropped away to his chdd. | had marked it augmented. Besides the Sayer’s chain, he bore
that of threxman and one gold strand, that of birthing fulfilled. | caught his troubled glance, made a sgn
that | knew he knew. M’tras watched, perplexed, as Ddlin pulled me againgt him.

“Edri, thereisno useinit,” he whispered, gansaying the Sayer’s sgn | had given. “Do not ask me to
go againg my own people. | have seen the dharen. Y ou need no more help. Let me sdlvage what | may,”
he continued, in thick didectic Arletian. “I had thought you deprived of sdf. | saw you once, and you
knew me not. | had sniffed such seemings upon the breeze, but the Wesathers cdled it Khys's hand.” |
pushed back, grinning, to meet hisgrim amile. Let M’ tras decipher that with his tape-learned Siligtran.

“Aforeime” | agreed solemnly, “such was the case. Yet | recdl the moment, and even tha | knew
you not. We ride the crux wind again, you and 1.

“And you with the dharen’s sedl upon your skin,” durred Ddlin.

“That’'s enough,” snapped M’tras. “Ddlin, 9t here. Now! You’—he pointed a& me—*over here on
the floor where | can watch you.” The M’ksakkan mechanic’'s eyes roved Ddlin as the larger man
obeyed him. “Only one out of fifty go native” he said, sardonic. | knelt before him, redizing, only after
the fact, that | sat as Khys had trained me.

Ddlin, in histrall gear, shifted uncomfortably. “I had to get to Port Adrin,” he sad in M’ ksakkan. “I
had to get through the streets, into the port.”

“You could have stayed,” said M’tras, voice edged like honed stra.

Ddlin cursed in M’ksakkan. M’tras leaned back in his sky-green chair. “It's me he'd abuse, not
you,” M’tras said, eyes narrowed, “ She seemed to think,” he remarked to Ddlin, “you’d show me a little
Slisgran woman-begting if | let you in here. I'm disgppointed.” Together they looked little dike. Only
their coloring was smilar.

“If anything happens to her, none of us are safel” said Ddlin loudly, leening forward upon the
burnished table. His short sword clanked.

“Tha Khys redly put a scare into you, didn't he?” sad M’tras, dretching out his legs. One hand
played, below Ddlin'sline of Sght, upon his wakened belt.

“Look a me, M’tras” said Ddlin. M’tras did 0, asif bestowing grest favor.

“l am tdling you, it'sdl red! They do affect probability. According to their skills, they do contral the
future. I'm not crazy. You are. Send her back to him. He is inestimably dangerous. Look & her, if you
don't believe me!”

M’ tras looked a me raised an eyebrow. Then he shrugged and turned back to Ddlin. “1 see her. I've
got her. He doesn’'t. Now, if you'd stayed down there, you might have been able to help. You wanted,
you said, out. Wdll, you're out. When the ride is over, you're going to have to face your uncle. You're
confined to three deck until that time”



“You can't ...” Ddlin scowled, straight brows drawn.

“l could confine your uncle on this ship, | have a persona override. | just wanted to see some
Sligran discipline. I'm not going to see it, and I’'m not interested in anything you've got to say. Fle a
report, if you must. You have an A-systemsinput in your cabin. Make it to my attention. Maybe I'll read
it. Now, get out!”

Ddlin, hisface as pae as the hand srangling his hilt, rose wordless and limped to the door. His dap
upon the pam lock was loud in the sllence. M’tras sat with lowered head until the door did again across
the entrance. Then he touched his bet, and the pam-lock turned from red to amber. We would not,
whileit glowed that color, be disturbed. | moved to rise off the metd floor. M’tras, with a sharp sgnd,
dilled me. | sank back upon my heds, my face raised to him, as he removed his belt, stretched it upon his
lap.

Thinking he had forgotten me, | again made to rise. “No!” he snapped. | shrugged, stting back. The
burnished metal was warm. It seemed to vibrate.

Something in his face as he played with his machine gave warning. | wondered what his world might
be like, what place would spawn such aman.

“Onmy world,” he said, asif he had read me, “we don’t put that much store by femaes. | gill don't
see what's so specid about you, except that fancy brand.”

“l had gathered that much,” | said to him, making a hallow for my slked rump between my heds. |
could fed the rough cdlus sneg the silk.

“Youll gather more” he promised, eyes heavy-lidded. “But its time for me to gather what | can.
Ddlin believes everything he said.” He tapped the readout of his belt, as if the machine upheld him. “I'm
going to try to be open-minded about this. Do something uncanny. Show me you're more than King
What' s-his-name' s favorite dave”

“l cannot. You know it. | wear Khys's band of restraint.”

“How do | know it’s not just another fancy collar?’

“Try and removeit,” | suggested.

He shrugged. “It's bad manners to take a collar off a woman if you aren’t going to keep her.” His
gaze, openly hodlile, stripped me. | found | clutched my arms about my waist. “He s trained you well,” he
remarked, supercilious, warning. | straightened up, my plams on my thigh. “What did Ddlin say to you?’
So abruptly did he snap his question, | flinched, my throat gone dry.

| told him, dl but the meaning of the 9gn, lest | embroil Ddlin in my troubles. As was his custom, he
asked the same things of me repeatedly, comparing the results. | considered what he had said of women,
and dliquette as regards to collars, and the fact that he gill held me kneding before him.

“Please” | petitioned him, “let me rise” My knees ached, my caves were run through with hot
needles.

He snorted softly through his nose. “Y ou stay there. I'm not that raw that | don’t know the difference
between free women and whatever they cdl it on your planet.” His bdt let out a audible beep. He
attended it, his mood lightening perceptibly. “And confirmed,” he grunted, grinning. “We now have’—he
amiled unkindly—"a tentative fix on every underground depository on Slidra. Look at me!”

Uncomprehending, | raised my head. My back ached intolerably. “Why tdl me?’

M’ tras leaned forward, buckling the belt again around him. “Because,” he said, upon a cadence, “if
your magter is monitoring you, | want him to know. If we don’t get some response from him fast, we're
going to blast a few holesin your planet’s precious crust. And some of those underground ingdlaions
seem to be right below heavily populated areas.” His threat was potent. | though of Wel Arlet, beneath
which lay hide bast. And the Wdll Adtria, which lay less than seventy neras from hide diet. Intently did
M’tras pae eyes sudy me. “You seem allittle taken aback. Perchance you don’t believe dl you aver.
Doubtful, are you, that the dharen will get my message?’

“l cannot know it | reverted, in my perplexity, to Sligran. His hand darted out to encircle my
throat. By that grip he pulled me to him, until 1 knelt between his spread legs, my shoulders pinned by his
thighs

“But you bdlieveit,” he accused. He reached under the table. When his hand returned, it cupped the



red-eyed death cube. The whole time Ddlin had been present, M’tras had not moved from the table. |
had thought him brave, indolent. He had been, actudly, cautious. “I have your readout. Something is
afecting the dectrolytic balance of your body fluids Possbly that band, which even A sysem can't
andyze. “ His knees pressed my shoulders. In his hand, lightly juggled, was the death cube.

“l do not take your meaning,” | said.

“Anything”—he sghed—"that affects such eectrolytic balances affects the simulus response times of
sensory receptors. Within you is a complex set of dectrochemicd rectifiction and negative resistance
devices, the carriers of which are ions—sodium and potassum. The band seems to be interfering with the
permegbility of certain membranes, membranes tha are the junctions of these devices, those tha
separate fluid-bearing tissues. Your sensory receptors, unable to function normdly, cannot sufficently
gtress these membranes—change their permesbility. Thus the postive ion flow from one fluid to another,
which should result in a specificaly ranging change of charge in fluid, has been dragticaly and specificaly
impaired.”

“l am lost. What means this?’

“I'm not sure yet. Receptor cdls in sensory neurds and their associated membranes—differentia
membranes, through which ions flow more reedily in one direction than another—are remarkably smilar
for dl senses, and should, when functioning normaly, produce smilaity in the characteristic simulus
times Theintengty of simulusis afunction of the number of pulsesin the pulse train carried dong nerve
fibers to the brain. Theimput pulse to the dircuit is the result of some change in a sensor. In the case of,
say, hearing, it's a change in stress upon the hairs dong the basilar membrane in the cochlea. If this
selective masking of imput were affecting your hearing you'd be tone deaf, as wel as intengty-impaired.
But the effect, obtusely selective, is not impairing your hearing. What it is affecting, | don’'t know, unless
it's the transduction of energy .. .. Wait aminute” He barked alaugh, and consulted his belt.

When he looked up, his eyes were very bright.

“Do you know anything about the kinetics of a photoreaction cycle?

“No.”

“Wdl, A systems says the band is acting as an uncoupler, sdectively deprotonating. An uncoupler
alows dectron transport to proceed, but in effect disconnects it from phosphorylation. In a sense, you're
photosynthesizing, or were before they put the band on you. More specificaly, that mdaninlike pigment
that causes your skin to glow is photoreactive under the aggis of a chromoprotein that absorbs at much
longer waveengths than those of the visud spectrum. It's not phototaxic, but powers a metabolic function
that we cal proton-plumping. Your skin can convert light energy into an eectrochemica gradient—or
could if that uncoupler weren't around your neck. We've long known that an organism lacking
chlorophyll can capture and convert light energy and use it to drive metabolic processes;, the
Coryf-dennen do it exdusvey, usng a chromoprotein closdy related to visud pigment in animas”

| nodded; | had met one Coryf-denne. They do not eat, neither do they deep, and their rough skin
glows o bright that one cannot look upon them without discomfort.

“We have dso long been aware that light can power the uptake of energy by envelopes of sodium
and potassium ions and of amino acids independent of the high-energy bonds of adenosine triphosphate,
by some thought to be the primary energy carrier of living cdls”

| shook my head, but it did not help. The dizziness that oft assails me when faced with meking sense
out of such concepts danced dl around me.

“S0,” he said, triumphant, “you are being physiologicaly constrained by this al-sense blanketing. But
from what?’

“My hearing isfing” | said.

“That’s the point. Where isthis energy you aren’t recaiving supposed to go? What | know is that the
band is impairing the conversion into free energy of an dectrochemica protein gradient of the chemicd
free energy of light or of some oxidizable subgtrate; thet the band disconnects you, so to speak, from
photoreaction and energy-bond converson, deprotonates this light-driven proton pump in a sort of
atenuation of the energy-transducing mechanism itsdf. And it’s not directed a any one system I’'m set up
to scan. It impinges upon dl senses, in a consonance that is most distressing, without any effect on your



five senses. They are functioning exquistely, acutely, despite the fidd effect, or whatever it is of the
band.” He stopped, dicking, exasperated by what he did not see upon my face.

“I think | understand,” 1 said. And | did. “Itisas | have told you. Those skills with which you will not
credit me are those you have found impaired. Sensing is no separate organ, but an al-pervasive network,
the primd receptors.” | spoke it softly that he might not strike me for spesking of what he would not
hear.

He shifted. Hisleft knee ceased its pressure upon me. One eyebrow descended to meet the frost of
hisgaze. | would have scrambled from him. | dared not.

“What,” he demanded cautioudy, “exactly, could you do, without such congraint?’

“Move my flesh from this place to anywhere | chose. Hear and see within my mind. Marshd what
forces | chose from the energies about me. Often are such bands used upon wayward forereaders and
dhareners; they keep the wearer reduced to five senses, incapable of escape in time or space. The worst
o itistheslence” | heard the thicknessin my voice. Fearful, from between histhighs | peered up at him.
He had asked, but he had struck me before at such answers.

“But you could exit this ship, in the same manner as Khys entered Ddlin's complex, if you didn’t
wear it?

“Long since, | would have done s0,” | afirmed.

M’tras, nodding, made entry into his belt once again. So close, | could see the whirling layers of
prenumbers a their deciding. | watched it think, blink, glow with its chosen wisdom. He leaned down,
neck craned, and considered it. Sheking his head, he laughed low. As he sat back, his body was
fight-tense.

Mine, shoulders entrapped by his thighs, went tight also. For in the tdling, | had seen a thing—that
Khys could not just drag my flesh to him, as he might have, through the plane worlds, had | not borne the
obdurante, warm band at my throat. My fingers twitched, found their way between his damping thighs to
run its vibrating curve. Alone | was, in space, hurtling upon sails of gold. Where?

“Edri,” he sad, durring his tone a haf-step, his hand under my chin. | liked not those storm-morn
eyes, cold as Opirian nights. | tried to turn my head. His thumb pressed down upon my chin, three fingers
up into the soft tenderness behind and beneath. “You just might be right.” His hand toyed again with the
incinerding cube.

| shivered before him. “How long,” | asked faintly, “have we been off Slidra?

“Sx hours, fifteen minutes” he said, of his own knowledge.

An hour is about twenty-one twenty-seconds of an enth, the Slidran twenty-eight-enth day being
only forty minutes shy the B.F. Standard day of thirty hours. It was near moon’s med upon Sllistra. The
moon would be up, over the Lake of Horns. | wondered what had come to pass this day, Brinar second
gxth. Of Chayin | thought, tagting his pain, and Sereth, with whom he had lain whilgt this strange creature
abducted me. And Khys? Had they come and told him, in his medting while he was yet filling the vacancy
of the southeast corner? Whom had he chosen for these lands, to oversee Diritira, Stra, and Galesh?

“Why?" he asked me, shaking my shoulder.

| only regarded him. Could he not see what loss | mourned, what loss my world was to me? His
fingersfdl to the dharen’s mark, swirled upon it.

“Why did you ask the time?’ he demanded in a voice that scraped bone. How, | wondered, would
he have treated me, were he not planning to return me to Khys? His hand did about my throat, longing. |
saw him restrain himsdf, whatever violence crossed his mind. He shook my head about savagely.

“l am only hungry,” | choked.

“I have no intention of feeding you until we' ve finished our little talk. How and why was the band put
upon you in the firg place?” | marked him disquieted. He believed the artifactud evidence upon me. His
machine had spoken for my truth. M’tras clicked, shifted. | took comfort in his unease.

“Did not he from whom you obtained aid explain that to you?’ | dared.

“Don’t push me.” Hisfingertips played a syncopated pattern upon my throat.

“It is rather complex, what you ask.” | 9ghed. “Asto how it is done—it is Imply done. When Khys
hed me brought before him, | was much wounded. He merdy put me in flesh lock and dipped it about



my neck. He made me hold up my har while he did it.”

“What's flesh lock?” he rgoined, eyes narrowed.

“You would surdy be angered if | tried to explain it. The band is fastened about the neck of the
vidim by he to whom it is keyed. It mugt be removed by that same hand. Not even the high chalder, who
has charge of the bands until they are keyed, can remove them.” My eyes begged his, that | might be
Slent.

“Where do they come from?’

“Normédly they are produced by the dharen’s council. One puts a band of restraint upon a highly
killed person only, one who may not be bound otherwise. They are little used. | had never heard of them
upon Sligrauntil | was taken to the Lake of Horns”

“You have not told me why you weer it,” he prodded, implacable. | shifted upon icy limbs between
hislegs. | did not want to speak to him of my diminishment, my shame. | did not want to think of whet |
hed been—so highly skilled, so arrogant, so foolish. His hand twisted in my hair. By it he pulled me
closer.

“| abrogated, in hauteur, my chadra. | became couch-mate of a chadless outlaw. We caused a great
ded of bloodshed, hearkening to the law within. Khys did not ded harshly with us. He left us our lives
He wanted a child from me. | would not giveit. He stripped me of my memories, that | might not object.
When it was done, | did not object, but asked for his seed.” Blinking back tears, | regarded him. His
face was emotionless. His grip upon my hair relaxed. | sank back, resting on my heds.

“How did he get you to put the band on you, if you were, as you put it, so highly skilled?” | thought
him further disquieted. His brows had both descended. | had been reminded, rdating what had occurred,
of the damage done to me. Could | ever, | walled Slently, be agan what | had been before Amarsa,
695, what | had been with Sereth, upon Mount Opir? Even might | regain such kills as | had been
pleased to employ when | found mysdf in the Parset Desert? | doubted it. | dropped my eyes to M’tras
belt. Doubtless I, too, would need such a machine to think for me, to direct me as to what owkahen had
in store, and how to meet it. He cuffed my head to one Sde, agang his thigh. | let it lie there, dumping
agang him.

“How did he acquire me? He hested it. He brought hiswill into the time. He waited, and when the
moment matched his sengng, he sent men to fetch us. | had fdlen unconscious. | awoke in the hands of
his minions” Without my power, and without most of my senang, | recalled. “We were brought before
him. He tried and sentenced us as suited him. He, as | just told you, put the band upon me. The rest dso
| have told you.” From my danted viewpoint, his face seemed gray, dien, forbidding. | raised my heed,
hdd it sraight. His hand freed my hair, touched his eyes, rubbed there.

“Stasyouwish,” he sad, rdeasng me totaly. | did not try to rise. | would not have been able. By
my ams | pushed mysdf backward and did my legs out and around. | could not fed them. In a few
moments, | knew, | would long for this state. They were dumsy, asif another owned them.

“What are you thinking?’ he demanded, riang. He stretched, his hands a the amdl of his
black-clothed back. His boot heds thudded on the metal as he went and stood before the red-seeming
Western Forest, truly upon far M’ ksakka. We were not going. | knew, to M’ksakka. “If you want to
egt, you had better be responsve,” he warned, tuning to face me, ams crossed above his wakened belt.

“Thet we are not going to M’ksakka. | wondered where we were bound. Then how long that might
take. Then | took thought of you, and your machine-symbiote. Does it speak to the ship’s computer?” |
rubbed my calves, dapped them. The pain was begining.

“This ship has an A-systems unit, yes. | couldn’t wait for rlay. M’ ksakkan devices are nowhere as
sophisticated. The brain that runs this ship is M’ ksakkan. The A-systems unit we carry is as advanced in
comparison as | am to my cave-dwelling ancestors.” Looking a him, | wondered if he knew how close
he was to those of whom he spoke. The burn-tingle had reached my ankles. Water-rush presaged it in
my caves. My knees were Hill frozen. | recollected what Khys's Edtri, without comprehension, had read
of the dharen’s new writings. He had brought forth a volume containing odd references and anaogies to
computers, accompanied by charts. In it he had put forward the bdief that hesting is a survivd
characterigtic in dl races, that to some degree, oft under the control of the deeper conscious, dl men



hest. How these hests are experienced, Khys postulated, is greatly affected by conditioning and
conception. Furthermore, he affirmed, and | do believe him, that in a mechanitic culture where survivd is
removed from the individud’s control, the hesting skills may turn and prey upon the experientid redity of
the conscious mind—may become a tool of the powerful and divided selves, the inimicd, fragmented,
congtrained remnants of the law within so doggedly supressed by such as M’ksakkans. He had cdled it
Hesting: The Primal Perogative, and init he had adjured the reader to study will and responghility,
and take thought as to the get of on€'s actions. The gift of owkahen did Khys offer in such language as
might appeal to a man like M’tras. | lowered my head, fagening my gaze upon my quivering thigh.
Perhaps Khys would spend me, if the gain were high enough.

M’ tras came to me with atray: ydlow, birthed of the automated partition. Such food as was upon it
was not unfamiliar to me. | had been a year in couchbond to the Liason First when that one was named
M’ lennin. Often had | mysdf punched up smilar meds in the Liaison’s automated keep. Jaundiced plate
and cup and bowl hed jeri, a fruited intoxicant drink; a synthetic mesat-textured loaf, Seaming; some
round green vegetable the name of which escapes me and a sweet dessert, sw-es-ar, which | abhorred.
Next to me on the sted plating he st it, and took his own to the table. | looked at it, reting on that metd
the color of Khys's hair. The enormity of my difficulties rushed in upon me. Tears filled my eyes. | turned
my body. The cost in pain was high, but worth it. | did not want M’tras to see my distress. With blurred
vidon | reached thetray close. | ate off it, bites often sdlted with the crying that would not stop. | thought
of proton pumps and sodium ions and bit my lips, that my mouth not speak out upon his overvauing of
these minusculities, and his fallure to see through them and comprehend the whole. And the weght of
those thoughts dragged me deeper into tears, like some clandestine undertow. My shoulders, despite my
best efforts, betrayed me to him with their shaking.

| did not hear his approach, but only fdt his hand rubbing my back. He bade me cease, but softly. It
took atime for me to regain control. Dragging my har from under his hand, | pulled it vel-like about my
face. Sniffling. 1 took the absorbent fax he proffered and wiped my cheeks dry.

“What brought that on?’ he asked, 4ill crouched by my side.

“You,” | said miserably. “You and your machine. What need have you for it? Does it think for you?
Surdy no machine is more than the mind that conceived it. Are such beasts of metd and plagtic the ruling
species upon your plangt, as they are on M’ksakka? It is sad that the ruling species upon a planet
proliferates a suitable environment to its needs. Upon M’ksakka, the Western Forest is vedtigd, the last
trace of a time when another race ruled there, one that breathed ar and depended upon nature for its
aurvival. No longer, | have heard, can M’ ksakkans bregthe their own air without aid from thet planet’'s
ruling species. the machine. Is it so upon your world? Are you, aso, in bondage to the artifact, crdl to
your creations? If so, | beg you, do not take me there. Of dl things, | fear such condraint the mogt. | will
aurdy die, without the sun and the grass and the wind and the company of those crestures that thrive
upon nature.” My hand, when | had finished, went to my mouth, asif, after the fact, it could prevent those
words escape.

M’tras storm was no longer contained by his eyes. His whole face scudded dark, ominous. The rage
that issued forth from his mouth snapped and roared like shifting earth, each indecipherable curse shaking
me as gusts pummd yearling trees immured on a hill crest thunderstuck. But that thunder, dill riding his
dien tongue, brought no lightning trailing behind, but rather took up a plagel cadence; became righteous,
spirit-gpesking. M’tras, sure in his truths, found need to express them in Standard, most exact and
somber of tongues. And |, knowing thet there is no one truth, did not then mark (nor do | now recollect)
the moment at which his speech became intdligible by virtue of words;, for through my band of restraint
and across the gulf of context his meaning had aready leaped, that we two take up that ongoing battle
between form and substance, between man artifactud and woman ineffable, between innovetion and
replication.

Thusdo | recal them, those words spoken in moments transformed, by some dchemy agreeable to
us both, from the interrogation by captor of captive into that interchange (which never began and shows
no 9gn of ending) between the proponents of physcad and metaphyscd:

“My little primitivigt, how isit that you set yousdf up to adjudge a culture of which you know nothing,



acontext about which you may be sure of only one thing: that it is other than your own? It is said of your
people that they seek the law within. Where is it written, upon those books, that one idea is good and
another evil, that an idea in seed, when nurtured by these five fingers and given spatid redlity thet it be
numbered among the items of creetion, becomes tainted, while another, swathed in numinogty and
wrathlike for lack of papable existence, does not?’

“The ideas of our mechanigs sent the remnants of a world scurrying into burrows, there to wait
interminably for the fruits of their methodica poisoning of ar and seato disperse” | pointed ouit.

“And s0 you say to aman: thisis too dangerous, this you must not do. But you dlow the sword, and
pharmacology, and dl that suits you, though the dangers of each are as great as tha of a hand
communicator or a death cube. Is a man less dead when killed by a blade of stra?’ His visage, jutting
forward aggressively, drew from my mouth the admisson that a man; killed, was as dead by aegis of
knife or limb as by incineration; but | fdt compelled to add that one man so armed could not destroy a
cty, nor aforest, nor amountan.

M’ tras took a moment before he replied: “Then ban fire, for with it cty and forest might fal by way
of asngle well-placed torch, and even a mountain be scoured bare of dl life she hodts. It is hed by you
an inductable truth that technology destroys, and yet it isideology, mordity, and dl the cogitations which
you hold so dear and devated that bent the meta of inventor’s achemy to the desecration of nature you
s0 loudly decry. It isnot truth of whichitissad: ‘Herein lies destruction,’” but man’s use of it. The world
which spawned me, like dl others, took the trid of fire that of subjugation, by means mechanidtic, of
greed ovewhdming and lugt blind to tomorrow. It is said by us that the true test of spirit lies therein, that
only when man waxes godlike, when he consgns into his brothers hands the means for devation or
dedtruction of his own avilization, does he learn the vdidity of the conglomerate of survivd decisons
cdled mordity that his world has congtructed.” His dark hands, whose fingers might within their own sum
of days smite my beloved Adria from afar, twisted together, whitened, then released. Staring at those
digits, it came to me that he was in a sense right, thet it is not the product of their labor that destroys, but
the intent of the mind that directs them.

“Khys” | offered, taken aback with sudden enlightenment, “must have considered these things, else
why did he dlow commerce with the star worlds to commence, and bring to us once again the
temptations of such power?’

M’tras smiled. “Temptations, are they? | think, instead, a road to growth upon which men ether
becomes wise or perishes by his own faly. Unlike M’ksakka, we chose not to befoul the nest of our
descendants that the progenitors  coffers overflow with wedth. Nor did we, as upon Silidra, raze to the
ground those who believed differently than we, deeming even the obliteration of plant and beast meet
price, that an idea offensve to our minds be no longer promulgated by men who, more by thar
samenesses then thair differences, loomed iniquitousin our judges sght. Upon my world it issaid thet we
have three hillion reigions, and of philosophies an equa number, that of the totd sum of men living
thereupon. And to those of us most ingghtful it remains an eternd source of wonder that two may speak
together from out of each one's sngular redlity, and that from out of these cross-indexed smilitudes of
meaning, undergtanding is birthed and communion upon ideas achieved. Againg dl odds of logic and
reason, man speaks with his brother, and that brother hears” Those hands that might a their whim
reduce every hide upon Silidra to poisoned ash stroked his jaw, awaiting my rejoinder.

But | was struck cold and cautious, asudden aware of the dangerous ground upon which | trod. How
wholeheartedly might anyone, in my place, have debated with his jaler? | shook my head, my eyes
lowered. 1 would not chance spesking to him of relevance, nor of the low esteem in which | held logic
and what preferences one man will 1abel “reason,” and another “irrationdity.”

And s0, he chose to continue “My home is magnificent. Y ou will not see it. You have no more place
there than one of your mutated carnivoresin the void, nor would you survive even as long. But know you:
there is no sphere | have seen among the M’ ksakkan worlds as green, no range of dimate as exulting to
flesh and spirit, no world anywhere among the dvilized stars that boasts the fecundity of Yhrillia Isis sad
of her that He practiced upon the firmament, and perfected upon her bosom. But notwithstanding, none
of yours will ever discern that truth; we open not our doors to this universal rabble of which you are a



part. With you and these M’ ksakkans in my company, even | would not be alowed to land.” And this
lagt was findly spoken in M’ksakkan: the converse was ended, tha temporary immunity he had
bestowed upon me perceptibly revoked. And as he pulled about him yet another dien tongue, he seemed
to cast away his righteousness, or to secrete it again in that pocket we dl congtruct to keep our sdves
sacrosanct, lest they be tarnished by the diverse ails come from a multitude of fingering strangers.

But | had seen; even banded, | did not fall to mark him.

“Thenwhy,” | injected into that demanding silence, “approach Yhrilliaat al?

“l want to let the A consult with a cohort,” he informed me brusquely. “1 want dso to make sure that
| live through this. The ship can negotiate for M’ ksakka from wherever | choose. | can make this journey
and be back orbiting Siligtrain quicker time than you might suppose, with the ship on an A-systems dave
bass”

“l did not know machines took daves” | said, moving my left leg, which now only ached.
Experimentdly | stretched it out in front of me, sraight, pointing my toes. “Could you not just cdl this
other machine?”

“l can't use their communications systems for A to A. It's too complex to explain. And it would be
too dangerous to prematurely update their systlem so that | could useit.”

| nodded. Once we had sent a message to M’ ksakka, Sereth, Chayin and I, or rather we had caused
such a message to be sent. The dday time from planet to planet was three Slidran days, dependably. It
hed been important to us at that time. We had needed the lengthy ddlay. Silidrais far from the nearest
congruence, so far that it was a B.F. light-day and a hdf that sgnd traveled, upon a lasered beam, before
entering the congruence. Exiting immediatdy at the M’ ksakkan equivaent, it had then traveled a light-day
and a quarter to M’ ksakka.

“So we're just going,” added M’tras. “WE I have our orbit before morning.”

“How can you have morning in a place like this?’ | stretched out my other leg dowly.

“We observe M’ksakkan days and nights” He shrugged. “I’ve gotten used to it.” His smile was
grim, like dawn burst upon the northern sea. “You're meking it hard for me to be pleasant to you,” he
observed, bouncing in his squat to loosen his own calves. His bdt, quiet, seemed only ornamented black
leather.

“Such was not my intention,” | said. He was gtretching a point, | reflected, to cdl his trestment of me
pleasant. | looked at my hardly touched food, took the jeri, for something to hold in my hands. | thought,
any moment, he would sit. He sat himsdf down, cross-legged. Upon my tray dill lay most of my medl. |
remembered my resolve to gain back some weight. | shrugged. M’tras, misunderstanding, grinned, a
curling back of lips. | decided | cared not if | was too thin, Spping the jeri, which was, blessedly, not
gynthetic, but clear and tangy. And it would, | knew, rdax me, and blur the ache in my body from enths
of kneding.

“What do you think of Ddlin?’ he asked.

| Sghed to mysdf behind the cup. It was beginning again, if on alower key.

“What would you like to know?’

“I'm curious.” He raised hisarms away from his body, showing his degping symbiote, curled around
him like some somnolent ditsa “Why did you think he would hurt you?’

“Sometimes” | said quietly, “with Ddlin, one forgets he is not Sligran. | did, | suppose, nothing for
which he would hold me to account.” | ran my tongue aong the cup’s ydlow rim, catching an escaped
amber drop. | could see him only above the shoulders, over the rim. He waited. | could not imegine that
M’tras did not know what the Ebvrases, the cahndor of Nemar, and | had done to Ddlin, in his own
keep, before we went to take Celendra out of Adtria. “It has been years ance he and | had converse” |
added. “When lagt | saw him, he bore no birthing strand, nor the strand of threxman at hiswas.”

“Birthing strand?’ prompted M’ tras.

“He has gotten, | would venture, a Slistran woman with child. The gold strand is not essily acquired.
Ddlin has built a good start for achad.”

M’tras rose fluidy from his cross-legged seat. As he gpproached the dab before the partition, he
touched his belt. By the time he stood there, the screen glared bludly, out from hiding.



“| thought you had nothing to say to me” It was Ddlin’s voice, truculent.

“Did you get some locd woman pregant?’ M’tras demanded, lounging sprawled across the velveted
dab.

“No.” Ddlin's surprise was evident. | imagined him: touching his chald somewhere upon three deck. |
sayed where | was beside my tray. “It was a politicd move | made.” Condescending, was Ddlin. “I
took up the chald of another, with respect to one child only. It is a complicated chadric matter, nothing
you could understand. The fitness was debated for four passes by Slistran authorities before any decision
was made. It's very ddlicate, thiswhole thing. Or was.”

| thought his words oddly tinged with pride for one who fled his chadric commitments. And with
regret. M’tras, dso, marked it strange.

“Whose child isin your care?’ he snapped vicioudy. “Or was?’

“Thet of Tyith bast Sereth, out of a coin girl,” Ddlin said with gravity. One never names such a
woman in giving parentage. It is bad taste. Sereth, | thought, would not have been pleased if such
knowledge had come to him. No, he would not have been pleased to know that his grandson had beenin
the hands of Cedlendra; and passed by her to Ddlin, doubtless as part of their extended couchbond. The
decison, | redized, mugst have been pending while Ddlin was in our hands. Pending and ratified when
Celendra was accounted dead or crell. Yet might shelive, in the Parset Lands. Perhaps Jahell had found
her pleasing. But | could not know it. | did not know if she even survived the wounds she had sustained
when Jahell used her as shidd before him in the baitle upon the plain of Adtria. “It is a son,” Ddlin
added, doubtless for my ears, “and hedthy, favoring his grand-sire.”

“Can’'t you speak your own language?’ M’ tras growled a the miniature Ddlin | could not see.

“Surdy,” came the answer. “1 hear you're going to counterthresten Khys. You're a fool. There's
nothing in the hides but old books and older philosophers. One-quarter of that planet’s population lives
within a hundred B.F. miles of one hide or another. You're taking about direct hitting a quarter of the
humen life on the planet. They don’t have any buried secret weapons.”

“And what's he doing? There are plenty of livesinvolved in his threat to the moon Niania”

“Thisis like a nightmare,” said Ddlin, and an absence of light play upon M’tras’ body let me know
that Khaf-Re Ddlin had broken the connection.

M’tras grunted, lying back upon the dab, one hand rubbing his eyes. “Come here” he advised,
fingers a his belt. Regretfully | did so.

“Liethere.” Heindicated the dab near the wall. | obeyed him. “Take this | want to deep.” A amdl
round tablet, white, nestled in his pdm. | looked a him in horror. “It won't hurt you. Take it.” His paAm
was closer. | took it, lest he force it down my throat. It melted, sweet and soft upon my tongue, taking
the world of the senses with it. The lagt thing that concerned me was urgent, and | fought for time to dedl
with it. But even for the hides, the drug would give me no time.

From that heavy deep | gained no ingght. Awakening was a gradud risng through less-dark clouds.
There was the press of no-sound upon the ears, then arhyming of thuds, which became blood and pulse,
red as the clouds that were then eydids Ladly, | fdt the vibration benesth me, and named it.
Remembrance of my whereabouts caused my direction sense to tilt crazily. | was not at the Lake of
Horns. | opened my eyes, saw the mechanic M’tras awake. He was propped againg the wadl, brooding,
his face abstracted, fully dressed, with the remains of his fird mea about him—crushed clear containers,
ydlow tray, ydlow eggs of machine-bird.

| knuckled my eyes, dretching. He had, a least, thrown a cover over me, | thought. “Has your
meachine spoken to its brother?’ | said, turning over to face him, on my bdly. The velvet did soft and dick
dong my skin. And he had undressed me. Considerate, was M’tras.

“Yes” he sad, not rasng his head. “It has. We have broken orbit. We make our way back to
Sligra If he wantsto tak, hell go to hislocd liason, who'll cal us”

“Do you not fear to get too close to our ancient wegpons?’ | asked, yawning.

His eyes narrowed shrewdly. “That's a sndl chance, but a good excuse. If he can hit something as
far away as Niania, where could we hide? We're smdl. We're moving, fast and random. | told you, |
don't believe mogt of this, redlly.” His actions, | thought, belied his confidence. | shrugged.



“Can you not fed the ship yaw, tacking?’ | said, as the dab dived under me like a hulion descending.
| envisoned those great digphanous salils, golden, astretch far into the star-pored blackness. Drug-cam, |
found no terror in the vison, nor the moan of the solar wind in my ears. Again the dab dropped, rose.
M’tras, crouched on his hands and knees, sank down beside me. He rolled onto his Sde, eyes closed,
hisfingers awork. A scred shot my ears to fragments, was gone by the time my shdtering padms reached
them. Lights flickered, died. Only M’tras belt gleamed redly. | heard a moaning, steady, far off. |
clutched mysdf. M’tras offed his belt, brought it up to our heads. It lit him from below, redly, and my
hend upon his shoulder, digging there. He cursed unintdligibly. | liked not the sound of it, so soft.

“What?’ | moaned, pressing my head againg hisarm. | ground my teeth to keep them from dacking
together, breathing deep, asif | could store the air away for future need. The sound was raspy in the
dark.

“We hit something,” he said quietly, disbdieving. “You don't hit things ... | mean, it jus doesn't
happen whenyou .. . But we didn’t. We're on gravitic. What's Ieft of the sdls are in. But one, which is
frozen. And it's dragging againg the edge of whatever we hit that isn't there. We can't go any farther in
the direction we were headed.” Out of the red-dark hissed his voice. He seemed some hoary spirit,
underlit. “It happened within seconds of the moment we dropped out and extended them.”

“How far are we from Silisra?’ | asked.

“Not far,” he sad, as the lights came on, and we were both bleached pdlid, blinking. My heart
acquiesced; it would remain resdent in my chest. | rolled on my back. “We don't use the normd
congruences. We punch atight hole, so to speak. It's sdf-seding.”

“You could take a hdsar, then,” | remarked, dream-high with relief.

“What?’

“Bregking through a plane where there is no naturd entry. It is a plane, through which you obviate
space, isit not?”’

“l suppose,” he said, “in the broadest sense”

“Wha are you going to do?’ | asked.

“Shiff dong the edges of this thing, if it has any. Best guess now isthat it's a dircle the diameter of
whichistwice that of Sligra s solar system, and centered around same.”

“Oh” | sad.

He rose upon his knees and called out once more the viewing screen. It showed only whirling color.
The dab beneath me shivered. M’tras, arisen, did back a pand beneath the viewer, consulted his belt.
Siill, no face or form came upon the screen. It occurred to me then that none had sought his advice or
consulted him for orders, he who held singular control over this metd world in which we rode. 1t would
not have been so among the Sayers, nor the jiasks, nor the dhareners a the Lake of Horns. With a
steady stream of discordant adjurations he demanded performance of the screen. He did not receive it.
He grunted, a mix of pain and surprise, and jerked his hand out of the thing's innards, sheking it as if
burned. Furioudy he dammed shut the pandl, dimissed the screen, and sought hisijiyr.

| thought it Strange that he would seek it. He took it to the table, sat. But he made with it no musc,
halding itinhislap. | saw that the pam-lock, which he had turned amber, had returned to its red color.
Only did he hold the ijiyr a time, caressing the strings. Then, carefully, wiping the strings beforehand, he
closad its case around it, placed it upon the table.

It mugt be, | reasoned, that men do not attend the ship’s flight, but machines. Men would surdly have
caled to discuss this disaster with him who led them. Men are nat, like machines, inured to criss

M’tras took council with his belt. Beyond him, at the door, the pam-lock died, its red eye going
dead and gray. Wondering where he had hidden my dothing, | rose, went to stand before the
real-seeming Western Forest. His eyes followed me, but he made no objection.

“What will you do without the sails?’ | queried him, low. | wished | had water, recollecting the Stoth
pasition in the debate we had so recently held (and which | had not put forth), that a skill meking use of
mechines other than that of flesh istoo conditioned by artifice; that it is flesh that mugt learn to fly, or fdll
like a stone from the back of mechanicd perversty it rides.

“I'm not sure yet. Don't worry about it. Thingswill just take a little longer. Whatever it was we hit is



gone now. We can ride ...” He stopped, his mouth hanging open. | recaled the desth cube, resting
benesath the table.

| need not have considered it. M'tras, aurd symboligt, stochastic improviser, M”kaskkan mechanic,
could not even close his mouth. His eyes, terrified, followed me as | crossed the metd floor and knelt
before him who stood there, pressing my lipslong to his sandaed ingtep.

Khys did not raise me, but leaned down, brushing my hair off my neck. | fdt his fingers move there,
upon the band | had so long worn. When he took his hand away, rdeasng me with a touch, the band
went with it. | did not move, but kndt ill, my lips againgt my couch-mate' s foot, within the curtain of my
hair. Joy raced my blood like uris. My neck tingled. Tears flooded me, wet the dharen’s sandal.

“Crying, little saiisa?’ he said to mein that sonorous voice. “Let me see you.”

| straightened my back, brushing my hair over my shoulders. My mind cowered. So long it had been
entrapped, | had truly forgotten the life-songs. | raised my tearstained face to the dharen. Freed, | dill
feared him. Inscrutable, indomitable was Khys. What had he in his heart, in his mind? Weskly | sought
the sort.

He scrutinized me, those flame-licked eyes warming my flesh, adjudging my condition, the extent to
which M’tras had abused me. “Stand,” he dlowed, a haf-amile on his face. | stood before him, naked,
hein his blue-black leathers and cloak, his waist weapons-belted. | threw a glance over my shoulder, at
the M’ksakkan, dill in flesh lock. Khys's copper-lashed eyes closed a moment. | fdt his presence,
conddering my emotions, my reactions. He nodded. | trembled, fearful, though there was nothing within
me that would displease the dharen, only gratitude, rdlief. And the knowledge that the leavings of my
skillswere as nathing before his. He had left melittle.

He raised a hand to my cheek, took a tear ralling there, tasted it. | stood 4ill, my gaze resting easy in
his waiting for him to speak. In this dien keep, surrounded by the atifacts of our enemies, he had
removed my band of restraint. Doubtless he fdt | could better serve him without it. | hoped | would live
to do so.

“l do not doubt it,” he said; brushing a stray hair from his mark upon my breast. “I have long sought
this moment. | regret only that it was birthed in such an unseemly womb.”

“Was there another way?’ | asked, for it would be long before | had steady stance in the time.

“Evidently not,” he said dowly. | sensed the self-reproach in him. It edged his voice, tightened his
bdly, made him dill before me. “No one,” he added, “is omniscient.”

“Edrazi himsdf has said that to me” | told him gently. | wished he would hold me. He did so, teking
me abruptly againgt him, his touch smoothing the quailing of confusion from my muscles. | did not deem it
unfitting that he had used mein his hesting. | whispered it to him, my lips againg his leethers. His grip
upon me tightened. Evenin the strength of it, | sensed the tremors. “I am unhurt,” | murmured. | pushed
back dightly, that | might raise my gaze to his. “1 killed one of them,” | said.

“l know it. I am proud of you.” He tucked in his chin, his eyes heavy-lidded. His lips brushed my
forehead, my eydids, then pressed savagely upon mine, his teeth bringing blood to my mouth.

“Liuma?’ | asked, hesitant, when | could.

“Dead.” He spat the word as he released me. “That part, | had not foreseen. And from it, other
unforeseens cameto be. | am late here. | would not have left you so long, helpless before them. | had a
different thing in mind.” He shrugged, as if it were nothing, but his rage roared over me like the
Embrodming bresking on the eastern diffs and | knew his hest had been dtered by another hand. “I
would not see you again at the mercy of such as he” He sad it even-voiced, degthly low, indining his
head, to the flesh-locked M’tras, motionless in the gray chair. Within Khys, | sensed his reticence, his
unwillingness to believe what he saw within me, in the face of what was, to him, his own glaing error. |
reached out tentativdly to soothe his sdlf-condemnation. His lashes met momentarily. His shidd,
impregnable, snapped tight. | stepped back.

“Can there be any doubts of my fedings?’ | wondered doud, amazed, hurt. “You have, how often,
taken the truth from my mind? Take it now, Khys.”

| saw him, with an effort, compose himsdf. “1 have released you, have | not, from your restraint? |
have done so not to commune with your mind, which in any caseis open to me, nor to see you as equd,



which you will never be, but that your welfare be less a burden upon me. | can use your strengths in what
lies before us. | do not need them, but | can use them.”

“You have them. As dways have you had that which you desired from me.”

His nogtrils flared. He indined his head, his mgesty awrap pulled close. “Keep in mind,” he advised,
“that this freedom | give you is highly conditiond. If you prove unready, | will return you to your former
gate.” He brushed by me toward M’tras, unmoving at the table. Upon the dharen’s cloak, emblazoned
on its back, glittered the Shaper's sed. His copper hands found the ijiyr. M’tras, unable to do more,
closed his eyes. Khys turned the case, opened it. His countenance was severe as he lifted the insrument
from its bed. And he played upon it, caling forth from the strings such sounds of wrath and magnificence
that my blood hdted, ice-bound, in my veins. | heard the scrabble of M’tras's mind, near madness, as
Khys replaced theijiyr inits case. | had not redized that the insrument meant so much to him. Sowly |
made my way to join the dharen, feet dippery on the metd plating, struggling with my own emotions. Did
he, | wondered, know of the threeat to the hides? And | answered mysdf that he must. Nor was | wrong
to keep glent, lest | bdittle mysdf with the inadequacy of my conception.

Khys spoke a musicd sounding. | guessed it some gregting in M’tras tongue. The tone of his skin
near-matched the burnished metd. Easy, relaxed, was Khys in his dark leathers before the M’ ksakkan,
asif we hurtled not in some wounded thing's ssomach through the void. And while | thought it, the dharen
leaned upon the table, both hands denching its edge. Not understanding, | went to him, touched his arm,
my mind sending support to the best of my weakened ability. But it was no indispostion upon Khys then,
no sudden-revealed infirmity. Seeking, | saw a shore, cold and forbidding, and a strangely formed rock,
through which the wind keened. And then a sun spewing gold-red tongues blinded me. Singed and
blinking, | retreated, retrieving my hand from Khys's arm. That one looked a me. His eyes had carried
away the solar flame. It burned in him for a moment, undamped. Then he pushed himsdf back from the
table's edge.

“l am going to free your tongue, Trasyi Quenni-saledor Stryl Yri Yrlvahl. You will speak only a my
bidding.” | saw hislids bardly perceptible flicker, as he dtered his flesh-lock upon the mechanic. M’tras
kept glent. His skin was very gray as he sat there, unmoving, his hands in his lap, his mouth &t lagt his to
close.

“l have cause to do what | will with you. Your intentions, and those of your superiors, distress me. |
will not, of course, dlow any such to manifest in the time. | granted you an opportunity to reconsider.
You did not choose to saize it. Did you think that by drugging the girl you could shut my eyes to your
mechinations?’” He amiled grimly. “Thereisthe sort, and the hest. And there is the assessing of minds, in
the now. All are particulars of sendng. One does not consider depth perception apart from seeing. You
know, you are thinking, nothing of sorting and hesting. | shdl begin to teach you. Silence,” Khys snapped
as M’tras twitched hislips. He could not, | was sure, even turn his head. | threw my leg upon the table.
The metd was cool to my bare flesh. As best | could, | hardened my heart to M’tras plight. | had craved
this moment, that of the dharen’s retribution. Upon me, | found it less than savory, as graing upon my
soirit as Khys's M’ ksakkan to the ears.

“Let medivine for you the sort,” offered the dharen, his eyes flashing. | quaked, though | was not the
subject of his displeasure. “You have passed out of the draw time, when you might have avoided this
which here begins. In crux, there comes an ending, from it new beginnings. That which will occur is, by
my will, fixed. In a Stuation where outward influence is denied you, you will learn a thing: when one finds
one's pogtion untenable by reason of preconception and context, dl that remains is to dter one's
perspective, that comfort sufficient to secure surviva may be maintained. That choice, survivd, is open to
you. Choose well.” He indicated that M’ tras might speak.

“The tim&’—M’tras sumbled—"is not up. You had promised another day. | would have returned
her.”

Khys shook his head. “Y ou do not yet believe me, do you? | have complete access to your thoughts,
for what they are worth. | am aware of your decison to use the return of Edri as sham behind which to
conced your true intention—that of destruction of the hides. | saw you reach it. | waited, set that time
limit, that | might flush from hiding him who conceived this thing, im whose skills were aufficient to have



kept him obscure. But dl is now accomplished. | have what | needed from this farce. Thought you, redlly,
| would spend life so extravagantly as to destroy a sphere of humen habitation? Or was it perhaps a
meching's conception, that would credit such dementia to a man?’ The dharen’s voice, so cdm, 0
saddened, diminished M’tras as no harangue would have. “ Speak, you who should have known better.”

M’tras face and hands were agleam with sweat. He seemed to have trouble finding words. “I am of
some little value” he said, his voice trembling, “both to M’ksakka and my home world. Return me to
them.”

“Itisnotinthe sort,” said Khys.

V: Draw to Crux

| stood beside the Keening Rock of Fai-Teraer Moyhe. The wind, cold and wailing, blew inland off
the gray Embrodming Sea. It flogged me with sdt spray. | had confined my hair in athick braid, safed the
braid under the cloak Khys had lent me. Beneeth it | wore only the rumpled slk. My feet were bare,
upon the sea-dicked sand. At my left was the Keening Rock, ten times the height of a man; a pierced
monalith. Seven holes are there in that spire, each Sngular. The northern winds long ago conceived it their
indrument. And over that indrument have they gained magtery, | thought, standing there in the sullen
midday, with the Embrodming pulsng bass to the walling of the gde. Loud it was, and eerie, with
high-octave tones that demanded and received sympathetic resonance from my very bones. Behind me,
inland, amid the ragged coastal rocks, began the eastern wilderness of which none are empowered to
speak. And yet, | stood here. Khys had bade me await him by the Keening Rock while he meted out
judgment to those who incurred his wrath.

It had been, of course, Khys's barrier againgt which the Oniar-M had crashed. | squinted into the
gray-green bailing sky, asif from here | could see it, where it encircled Silidtra's solar system; a sphere of
restraint through which no mechanicd craft could hope to pass, but by Khys's expressed will. He had,
when it pleased him, alowed the M-class Aggressive entry into the space he had taken out of common
halding. There would be no more such ships. | turned and looked at it, canted dightly upon the beach,
aunk athird of itslength in the sand. It was a 9nuous craft, like afriysou’'s wing. A damaged wing it was,
dl its golden plumage ripped away but pinfesthers, and they dicking out from gray pimpled skin a
unlikdy angles. | had seen such a ship with her great salls wrapped tight about her like a Parsent
forereader, the gold glinting in the desert sun. At Frullo jer, | had seen such a craft, when | had been
tiaskchan of Nemar. Long ago.

| Sghed. There would be no more ships. Khys had told me. Those now upon Silistra he would give a
st's grace, that they might take live cargo. He wanted no more off-worlders upon the land. The
Oniar-M, before me, would not be leaving. It could no longer perform its functions. All of its machines
were dead within it. The dharen had, perhaps a the very moment my mind touched his as he leaned upon
M’tras table, transported us here. It was an awesome demongration of his power, that | had not even
fdt it occur. 1 should have known, when he took the band from my throat, but | had not. He had hested
the ship, contents included, to the eastern wilderness of which none are empowered to speak.

| was glad to be again upon the land. | sank down in the wet sand, overcome with emotion. It was
for me enough to St there, atime. Hisbidding, that | await him, seemed far away.

It had occurred to me that | might run. Down the beach, amid the rocks. And | laughed doud, in the
dlence. There were none ese upon the beach. | had seen none of the Oniar-M’s crew. The dharen had
told me, while he had kndt M’tras before him, that they were dl flesh-locked, and what he intended to
do with them. And he had told me that even then was the M’ ksakkan warship only a brainless hulk, upon
the eastern shore of the Embrodming.

He would, he had said, turn them dl loose deep in the interior. They might, he had conceded, survive
both the wild beasts and the cahndor of Nemar, who would doubtless come to hunt them. All but Ddlin
and M’tras did Khys so judge.

They, | thought, blinking wind-whipped sand from my eyes, might lie within the ship, ill
flesh-locked. Or they might dready be incarcerated a the Lake of Horns.



There would be no more ships the lesson ther cargo provided had been ether learned or
mislearned by the denizens of Slidra the new teachings, hesars, had arived. The old was now
discarded. So Khys had informed me. The mechanicd ad has place and purpose in the perfection of this
human machine with which we are, by our choice, ether blessed or cursed. And that purpose, brought to
its gpex in the teaching ad cdled hdsar, is to fadilitate the mastery of this threefold mechanism we inhabit
while enfleshed; that machine which in potentiad may perform every task conceivable to its taskmaster,
the ascending spirit. So the dharen had spoken, though | had not asked him to judify himsdf to me. |
shivered, rubbed my arms with sandy palms.

| considered it again: | might run. But | did not know whether or not the dharen would give chase.
Nor did I know if | could dude him, or even if that was what | desired. It would take a steedier stance
then | presently possessed in the moment to outwit Khys.

| sat upon the rock, where a lichen climbed, staring out to sea. | reached for Khys's mind, across
what seemed a great distance. There appeared to me a degp gorge, mist-enshrouded. Unscaable diff
face rose upon every side, except directly in my fidd of vison. In that deft trall | saw black-suited
figures, perhaps a yra. Many of those heads were blond. None that | could see wore flaghing belts.

He had, then, done what he said. | awaited his return, and when it did not come, | reached another
way. | sought Sereth, across the sea. Either | had not the grength, or his shidd was dl it had been
rumored to be, and more.

| hested a waterspout. It caused me great effort. The first step, cresting turbulence, was the hardest. |
ripped a the inner scars that encysted my <kills. | alowed mysdf no pain, for | had desperate need to
prove mysdf, to mysdf, effective The worst Khys had done to me was that; he had atered my
self-conception. | hebitudly conceived weakness and falure, confuson and helplessness. He had taught
meto do so. To function, | mudt first break those bonds. Tiny feats, | performed. But | did them. And |
was srengthened, each success a girder of the bridge | built across the abyss. Khys, | redized, had
dlowed me this time for the purpose to which | had put it. So sad the sort, and what | could see of
owkahen. It was, | cautioned mysdf, too late to change occurrences so long abuilding. It had come to
me what | must do; but it was too soon, dthough the initid hest had been laid before Khys and | stood in
each other’s presence. | rubbed my naked throat, where the band had rested.

In the sand, my fingers traced a threx. Rubbing out two lines, | amended him with a threxman. My
mounted threxman | gave the best of wesgpons, even a huija of Parset style. The drawing grew so
complex | found mysdf needing the sharper lines my fingernails could provide. Four days, and more, had
| lain drugged. It troubled me that | did not even recdl ablutions made during that period. | thought |
detected a duggishness about me, drug residue in my system. | shrugged, and my thick braid flopped
from under the cloak onto the threxman’s rump. Curaing, | wiped my sand-wet braid. Then | erased the
drawing with my palm, and turned about, to scan the rocks for him. Awkwardly | rose, brushed the sand
from my knees.

He stood there.

“Khys” | greeted him, my eyes lowered upon my feet.

He chose to dlow me that smdl defiance. “Think you,” he queried, “that you can assay the journey to
the lakesde done?’ | recollected the diveing cold, the searing pain that had attended my previous
efforts a such travel. And | had been, then, stronger.

“No,” | admitted. “I would not even attempt it.”

“Then | perhaps might be of help, for you have suffident power to do so. It is rather a flaw in your
method.” | saw his eyes narrow, turn in the direction of the Oniar-M. | thought | detected the dight arr
flicker of the protective envelope he cast around the ship, before he Folit asunder each of its molecules
one from the other, and shunted those now nonnative atoms into a universe where the physcd laws to
which he had reconditioned them obtained. | shidded my eyes with my forearm from that
shadow-devouring light.

“You would teach me?’ | disbdieved, blinking in the green afterglow.

“I have been teaching you, dl dong. It is my cusom to do so. If you would scde even the most
modest pinnacle of those to which you aspire, you had best apply yoursdf to my lessons” And he bent



down in the sand, his long forefinger dashing illumination; the topography of the planes, did Khys set
down for me; and beside them, a schemdtic for permeation. One does not push through; one but sets up
consonance and demands synchronigic exchange. | sat back from it at last, my insteps aching, much
disheartened.

“I am not mathemdticd.” | despaired of the stringent parameters Khys set upon the obviation of
gpace. | might never mader them. Notwithgtanding, | consoled mysdf slently, | had in the past
performed creditably. Even with my doppy and disordered methodology, | had met Raet, when Khys
dared not. | had been firg, o, to set foot upon Mi’'ysten. Khys, with al his power, had not made that
journey. Though he was more a home with shgping skills than |, he had not, to my knowledge, made a
world.

“But | took a helsar,” he said quietly, “when your great-grandmother was not even conceived. And
what | have done, and come to be, | have brought into the time by my will done. No hdp was there for
me, in those early days, when the future of Slidra lay in my sole keeping. And | conceived the truth
about the fathers while we huddled in the hides. Before that, we had been only reective. Raet had toyed
with us. We were unknowing. We had no chance, none a dl.” It seemed to me, then, that the centuries
rolled away, and | saw through his eyes stop-frames of agony and desperation. They had sorted, those
few, but there was no name for the kill. They had foreread, and none would harken unto them. And as
the time grew close, the brothers and ssters gathered, like-mindedness being the sbling ship between
them. Those who saw, and those aone, lived through Horoun-Vhass, the fdl of man. Even did he show
to me hide aniet, that day the gristasha tribesmen were ushered into the undertunnels, that their line might
survive. “By you,” he assured me, “and by our people, | would this time do better.” He extended his
hand to me. | took it, rigng, and we obviated space, our fingers laced.

Upon the sed in the seven-cornered room, his hand released mine. There had been no pain, no
dragging of my substance through the void. Nor had it been any work of mine. | had merdy ridden his
wake to the audience chamber at the Lake of Horns.

Khys knew. He shook his head a me, reproving, that | had not even tried.

| opened my mouth to ask him why he sought me strengthened.

“No questions,” he reminded me sternly. He turned, strode to the window.

| closed my mouth and blew out a breath devoid of words. | knew not even what day it was, though
| guessed it Brinar third fourth. M’tras had accused Khys of being a day premature in his actions. My
hands found the braid beneath Khys's cloak and loosed it. Would he, | wondered, restrain me again,
now that he had no need to move my flesh through space?

“No,” he said, histone soft from where he held back the draperies, admitting the lakeside. “Not now.
Our trave isnot yet done.” His voice seemed choked with sadness. “Leave me” he whispered. “Carth is
inthe baths. Ask what you will of him. At sun’s set, seek me”

Trepidation attended me as | walked done for the fird time the hdls of the dharen’s tower. It is truly
sad that if one does not maintain the habit of triumph, its touch will pass unnoticed. It was nothing to me
that 1 was unbanded and nomindly freer. But it must be everything, for | sought stance in the time,
Chayin, | must find, and Sereth aso mugt | confront and make reparation for what Khys's Estri had said
and done. And Santh. | took the taernite airs two at a time, letting my momentum work for me. Down
and around and down again, my bare feet took me surdy over the well-dressed stone. Of Khys, | was
hegtant to even think; what awaited was dready fixed; in his sadness and solicitude he bespoke it. | put
thought of him away, and from M’ tras, Ddlin, and politics did | free my mind. | needed more desperately
other news.

What had the dharen seen, of what | ill most dimly sensed?

Carth was indeed there, anong the steam and the hissing rocks, as were a score of others. It was, |
conjectured from that, late day. Late cloudy day, | amended my thought from the glimpse | had had of
the lakesde. Slent, | threaded my way through the dabs toward his, nearest the seaming stones.

“Carth!” | shook his shoulder, moigt and hot.

With a grunt he rolled to his sde. His face was contused. Upon hisright arm was awound. It was no
more than days old. “Do you not think you should have left that outsde?’” He grinned and sought my



hand. | flushed. | ill wore Khys's cloak and the sk short-length. “Presti nv'it, tennit,” he said quietly,
gtting up. | took seat beside him.

“What happened to you?" | asked him.

“What happened to you?’ he parried, eyeing me quizzicdly. There was a amdl thread in his black
curls. | reached up and disentangled it.

“Khys said you would answer my queries.” | unlaiched the cloak chain a my bare throat.

“Hrd let me congratulate you.” His meaning was clear—the band.

“It is only a convenience, | fear. Tdl me the date, Carth. And wha occurred when Chayin
discovered Liuma? And of where Sereth was, inform me. And what kept Khys so long at the lakesde?’
One cannot get answers to questions unasked from such a man as Carth. “And how came you by those
bruises? | would hear that tale”

Rueful was Carth’' s answering grin. It minded me of our fird meeting, as crdls in the pits of Nemar.
The thought's trall touched him, and he rubbed his left wrist,, scarred dark from chan sores. The man
upon the next dab groaned and stretched.

“You seem to be yoursdf in entirety.”

“And you somewhat bettered. Please, Carth.”

“l am, actudly, battered. | have come to St upon the dharen’s council.” His tone was disbdieving.
He touched his grin, asif to reassure himsdf.

“l think,” | said with gravity, “that you owe me an apology.” He had been so righteoudy angrywith
Khys s Estri when she had postulated that such a thing would have to come to be.

| regarded him, eyes haf-closed, awaiting his response.

“In that,” he said, much sobered, “and in dl ese | have done concerning you, | take no pride. But
neither am | shamed.” He went to rub his chin, encountered a bruise. “I will tdl you what you need to
know,” he said, “but not here.”

“Where?’ | asked, ating hdf the dap, my by rote cloak over my am.

“Upon the way to where you will want to go when | have finished my tdling,” sad Carth wryly,
eadng his feet to the floor. Whatever had happened to him, | judged it more in the nature of a fdl from
height than man violence. There was much discoloration on his skin, a great siffnessin his movements.

We waked glently through the dabs. No word did we exchange as Carth sponged himsdlf, nor as he
pulled about him the unadorned robe of a councl member. Nor as he led through a complexity of
unfamiliar corridors. Not even when we passed between two arrars giff and slent upon the threshold of
a bar-gated passage did he utter a word. He guided me through it to some ill-used dairs behind a
massve stra door. He knocked upon the stra, a pattern, and the door was opened from within. | heard
chan hiss upon its ratchet, and thought it odd.

The gairs were torch-lit, the two guards respectively surly and taciturn. A growl apiece did they give
Carth, who then ushered me down those moist-dick stairs. No caling stars had they wasted in this dank
place. My skin crawled.

“Why did you bring me here?’ | whispered as we made a better-lit landing off which three passages
radiated.

“l wanted you to see the place. Have a sest,” he advised. Againgt one wdl were plank benches. | sat
with care upon one, mindful of splinters, my cloak pulled wel under me.

“Tdl,” | urged him.

He did not st, but leaned an arm upon the wdl. Looming over me, he began it:

“l was asked by Khysto keep him apprised of Sereth and the cahndor as best | could,” he admitted
hestantly. “In doing so, | was upon the second floor when you were abducted. And thus it came to be
that | was directly behind Sereth and Chayin as they hurried from couch with bare blades only to
investigate. | could not catch them upon the gairs. | gained their side only because Gherein detained them
a the gair's head.”

And | recollected those footsteps | had thought | heard on the airs while | faced M’ ksakkans within
Khys's keep. If they had reached me unobstructed, | would surely have been saved. Then | knew who
of Sligrahad aided M’ ksakka.



“l am sorry, Carth. | logt the thread,” | excused my wandered attention.

“I can see why,” he remarked, but picked up where he léft off.

“Gherein enjoined them to hasten outside, where they would find the body of Liuma Edri, he
assured us, was nowhere about. And when they would have passed by him he did not dlow it, but
derided them for thar dishdief. He was, he reminded them, firg of Khys's council. He demanded they
prostrate themselves and show respect. That was not out of character for Gherein, and | thought little of
it. | but soothed him, that he might step aside, dlow Sereth to ingpect the keep. It was athing of ithd” He
gpread his hands, his eyes mere dits.

“Sereth,” Carth continued, “was admirably restrained. Or so it seemed, he locked behind that shield.
Not one word did he say, but brushed by Gherein as | engaged him. The cahndor, seaing this, turned and
descended the gtairs, running. | think he knew then, if not before.

“Gherein gave me tasa immediatdy fallowing ther departure. He took his leave in the direction of
Khys's keep. It was iths, only, before Sereth reappeared. They must have passed in the hdl. He was
withdrawn, pale. His eyes sought his path before him. Then only did | think to seek you. And | did not
find.” Histone turned bitter. “I gathered my wits enough to follow him down the stairs.” He stopped.

“Cath ...” | touched hisarm. “Carth, please”

He confirmed my guess of the date/ in alow tone. Then he raised one leg up on the bench, rested his
elbow upon histhigh. “ Sereth did not hurry,” he continued, and | began to see it—Sereth’s back before
hm as they descended the sairs, his touch upon the other’s am. And Sereth’s face, modt terrible in
Carth’'s sght, did | see, as herecdled it.

In dlence Carth followed him down the vaulted hdl with its archite floors and through the grest inlad
doors. He did not deign to answer the attendant’s demands for enlightenment, but haf-ran though them
and down the steps. Carth’s mind sought the dharen, found him aready upon his way. Out into the late
day he followed Sereth’s half-naked form, around the dharen’s tower, to where Chayin crouched over
the body. But for the fact that the back of her skull had broken open, she might have been adeep. The
cahndor sat cross-legged beside her, his eyes closed. There was a andl but prudent crowd, dill as
dtatues upon the white walk. No sound came from them.

Sereth stopped ill a moment. He sheathed his gol-knife. Then he went and sat upon the right hand
of the cahndor. His knee touched the cahndor’ s as he assumed a position identicd to Chayin's. He, too,
closed his eyes, his hands quiet in hislgp. At Chayin's discretion, they would start the keening. But atime
of slence, fird, do Parsets give their dead, that the totdity of the grief may be gathered before it is sung
upon the wind. One loves, upon the moment of 10ss, as one can never love aforetime. The Parsets cdl it
their greatest gift to the dead. 1t comes in slence and goes in song, the assumption of the chadra of the
soil.

Carth ds0 sat, upon Sereth’ s right, for he had not well known the Nemarchan.

They 4ill sat thudy when Khys appeared and stood garing down. Carth rose, thinking to cam the
dharen, prevent him from bregking the slence. Khys's face dissuaded him.

“Sereth,” Khys snapped, “1 need you. It is over-long you have delayed. Implement my will. Bring me
Gherein!” His knuckles were white upon his chad. His voice rang out over the Lake of Horns. An
impious ebvrasea screeched, invisblein the clouds.

Sereth opened his eyes and regarded Khys coldly. “1 am, at the moment,” he said quietly, “otherwise
engaged. Ask me another day.”

“Now!” spat Khys. His eyes under arched brows caused Carth to step backward.

“When you again have what has been log,” said Sereth, and lowered his head, returned to the forma
grieving aspect.

“By morning, or | will deal with you as | will deal with Gherein,” decreed Khys. And he whirled and
strode back the way he had come.

“But Sereth did not seem to hear, nor Chayin ether,” Carth recaled. “They but sat there. That night,
we heard their keening.” And | feared, once again, ligening to him. The har rose up on my skin in that
dank place. | pulled my mind from his, that | not see wha dse he had to tel. But | knew, then, that he
hed not fdlen from any height. And why he had brought me here, | knew, aso.



Carth, seeing my agitation, sank down beside me.

“At sun’s rigng, Khys bid me take ten men of my choosing. He aso bade metry to keep the cahndor
from becoming involved. That, | could not do.” He shook his head, his countenance mere shadow play in
the dimness. “We logt Sx men to them, dl highly skilled, before we took them. | assumed you would see
Sereth firgt. The cahndor isin the tower’ s holding keep.”

| hardly heard him. | sought Sereth’s mind. It should have been easy, so close. | found nothing.

“What ... 7" It was inaudible. “What has been done to him?’

Carth shrugged, sank farther back againgt the stone. “We logt Sx men. We had to beat them both
unconscious. Men do not hed fagt while restrained.”

| stared a him. | knew wel what feats of heding might be accomplished at the Lake of Horns. | no
longer cared about Gherein or Khys. “Will they live?" | asked, rigng. | fet no indination to St by Carth.

“Neither will die from what wounds they sustained. Khys had set a date for Sereth’s ending only.”

“Of course. It is one thing to kill an arrar, another the cahndor of Nemar and co-cahndor of the
Taken Lands” My voice shook.

“Do not be so sure,” Carth said, low. “Khys has judged them both, and his judgment was the same.
Egri ..

| recoiled from his touch, my face pressed to the chill stone. | would not cry. | would see him. And |
would give him aid, some way. “Takemeto him,” | said, pushing away from the wal, my eyes upon the
taernite floor. | spoke no word to Carth as he led me down the middle passage. He was wise not to
speak. Or to touch me. If he had touched me then, | would have legped upon him and torn his eyes out.
Fury trilled my nerves. My limbs trembled, but not with fear. Before a wisper-plank door like dl the
others, he stopped. | smoothed back my hair, handing him Khys's cloak.

Then | noted the difference in this door from its brothers. It had a number upon it: thirty-four. As
Carth took from his robe a key and unlocked it, a mis came around me. | saw threxmen, mounted, and
they were uncountable. Yes, | thought, Chayin at least would surdly be avenged.

Then | stepped into darker dim of the cdl; | heard arustle, and something furry scaled my bare foot.
Then it was gone. So there were yits beneath the dharen’s tower. | found it somehow fitting that such
would be the case. There was precious little light coming in through the hand-width dit near the cdl’'s
caling. My feet trod the lake rushes scattered upon the stone floor. He was dumped againg the wall atop
apile of them. He had not enough chain dack to lie down. The manacles upon him would have restrained
a hulion. He was not conscious. | kndt beside him, peering. In his hair was a ma of blood. Elsawhere
upon him, aso, was the work of Carth and his chosen. As | strenghtened him, | wondered at the fitness
of my actions. It might, | thought, have been kinder to leave him free from his body, until the moment
Khys cdled hismind back to attend his death. But | could not. And he was in great need. My hands did
for him what they could. | spent much strength in that hedling, before his spirit consented to return to his
flesh. | saw its presage in his pulse and his breathing. His eyes roved benesth hislids.

| did not gt back, but knelt over him, my face close to his His dark eyes saw me, a time, without
recognition. Then he closed them.

“Sereth ...” | choked upon it, dug my fingersinto my pams. “Please, look & me. Forgive me for what
has come to be. And for what | did.”

And he opened his eyes. His hand, forgetful of his bonds, sought me. The chain links rattled. His lips
quirked. “It is good to look upon you, little one,” he said dowly. “I had concern for you.”

“What can | do?’ | whispered.

“Nothing. All isdone,” he said. “We seem to have exchanged positions.”

He was, indeed, banded. “ Sereth, submit to Khys. Beg his mercy.”

His grin was a shadow of itsdf. “It is not in the sort,” he whispered, sraightening. | laid my head
agang his shoulder. He winced. “It is not,” he consoled me, “as bad as you make it. | have been this
close, before, to desth.” His tone was stern.

| sat back, pretending before him, that 1 not strip him of his own pretense.

“Why?' | asked him. “Why did this happen?’ My tone betrayed me. | sniffled, put my finger between
my teeth, and bit it.



“My sense of fitness got the better of me” he said. “Edri, let it be. Seek the sort for consolation. Or
Chayin. | can giveyou none” And | saw then that he did remember those things | had said to him when |
did not know him.

“Sereth,” | pleaded, “I loveyou.” | said it to him, as he had said it to me, when | recollected him not.
We each had chosen strange moments for those words, so common and easy to speak with any by but
onetruly loved.

He laughed a harsh sound dry of humor. His eyes rested for a moment upon Khys's sign, the only
dimmer in this semidark. “That is resssuring,” he said. “You had best keep such knowledge from the
dharen,” he added, and coughed. My heart constricted, remembering my plan to disenchant him with me
for hislifé's sake. | had thought, in my arrogance, that | might do so. For his sake. And | would have
lived aliewith Khys, to keep him safe. 1t never occurred to me that time might divest Sereth of what he
fdt for me. His shidd was tight. As | rose from him, | wondered what kind of skills he possessed, that he
could hold ashiddd whilein a band of restraint.

“Wewill, yet,” | promised him, “stand unscathed upon the plain of Adria”

Shifting of chain | heard, and his soft dry laughter. “ Perchance. Owkahen has latdy not favored me”
hesad as | turned away. “I would not count upon it.”

Blinded with tears | would not show to him, | sumbled out the door into the lesser dim. Carth
pushed himsdf away from the wall, secured the lock. He reached out to comfort me. | spat upon his
hand. 1t has been said of me that my eyes, upon occasion, bear knives within them. | wished fervently
that such was the truth, that | might pluck one out and useit upon Carth.

And he, hurt rather than angry, wiped his hand upon his robe. “Would you see the cahndor?’ he
offered, holding out my cloak.

“Yes” | hissed, “I will see the cahndor.” | latched the throat chain.

| do not remember gaining the fourth-floor landing, nor walking that corridor that for so long hed
been dl | was dlowed to see of the Lake of Horns. Khys had not seen fit to incarcerate the cahndor of
Nemar in his yit-infested prison. Once he had spoken to me of his dank dungeon, and | had thought it
alegory, or some obscure humor. Carth, telepath, partook of my thoughts upon those dtairs, unspesking.

“What is the date Khys set for Sereth’s ending?’ | asked as Carth stopped before the door to the
holding keep. A shiver washed me, for the prison they had chosen for Chayin was the one | had firg
inhabited. Here | had languished while they stripped from me my past and my sdf. And here did the
cahndor of Nemar await his death.

Carth, as he worked the combination lock upon the door, informed me that it was a set’s time less
one day until Sereth’s execution. Six days. | nodded. Much could happen in six days. If | had not by that
time freed him, it would be only because I, intrying, had ceased to inhabit flesh.

Carth held the door open. It closed with a muffled thump. Long had this place contained me. The
cahndor lay upon the low bare couch, his face turned to the wal. Upon his bdly he lay. His hands were
braceleted behind. He was naked, and his rana skin shone with swest in the light from the late-day sky. |
went to that window, enclosed with a golden light that played ever across it and across the pae green
wadls, aso. From this place, | knew, there was no escape. | tried the window. Even now, with no band
of restraint at my throat, | could not force my hand through that pulsng barrier to touch the pane. | sghed
and turned away from that too-familiar view.

“Chayin,” | whispered as | kndlt by his head, “Chayin,” and | stopped. The cahndor did not need to
be wakened. | sat back and waited, my eyes trapped by the glow of the band of restraint around his
massve neck.

He rolled, when it pleased him, to his sde. The membranes were full across his dark eyes. They did
not snap or quiver. Greatly agitated was the cahndor, entrapped.

“Isthisavist,” he growled, “or have you fdlen from grace?’

“A vigt” My hands sought my throat, met his eyes there. He bared his teeth, struggled to a sStting
position. And he did not refuse my aid, achieving it. They had not been as hard upon him as upon Sereth,
but they had not been easy. | sat back.

“l have seen Sereth.”



| wondered what Chayin found to grin about as his kill amile once again gleamed briefly. 1t seemed
the brighter for the darkening of the bruises on the Ieft Sde of his face.

“Tel me” he demanded, “exactly what Sereth said.”

| did s0.

“Wear white that day. And even to attend Sereth’s death, put no other color upon you.”

| knew that tone. “Yes, Chayin,” | said softly, and sought his mind for my answers.

“No,” he snapped. | obeyed, though he could not have stopped me. “I told you once never to seek
methat way,” And | reached over and put my finger across his swollen lips to ggnify that | understood.
Hekissd it.

“The dharen remarked to me” | recaled, retrieving my hand, “just this midday, that you might in the
neture do some hunting upon the shores of which none are empowered to speak. To fuifill his prophecy,
you must live that long.”

“I have no doubt,” said the cahndor, “that | will live that long.” So did he reassure me, though it was
he whose hands were braceleted behind him, he who languished, banded, in the dharen’s most
impregnable prison.

| put my lips to his ear, kissed a spot upon his neck that had been much between us. “Is there
anything | can do?’” | whispered. “None can hear us, except perhaps Khys himsdf.” And at those words,
| formed it, a shidd meant for Carth, who doubtless listened beyond the gold-flickered walls

“No,” the cahndor said dowly, hisnoseinmy hair. “It is ours to do, and ours done”

“I, too have grievances”

“Be easy,” he advised severdy. “Seek owkahen and make yoursdf ready. Though | cannot’ see, |
have seen.” His eyes gleamed, and the membranes snapped sharply back and forth across them. As of
old, when none stood above him, spoke the chosen son of Tar-Kesa. And | knew then that he yet
stalked.

“I might be of somelittleuse” | pressed him. “A timdy vist, surely, would not prove unwelcome.” |
had, dready, a suitable plan. My hands went to the chain that safed the borrowed cloak a my throat,
thet | might implement it.

“Thet,” warned Chayin, hislips nibbling my ear, “mogt of dl, you must not do.”

| had thought to discard my cloak. Upon pretext returning to daim it, | would have acquired the rest
of the lock’s combination from Carth’s mind. | had hdf aready.

“You mugt go with Khys, Estri. Accompany him from the Lake of Horns. Trust us. Do as | say.” His
lips hardly moved. His whisper was didectic Parset. And thought | had boasted that my shield could
protect us, | wondered.

“As you wigh it, Cahndor.” | agreed, riang. Khys had informed me that our travels were not yet
done. Chayin directed me now to accompany the dharen elsewhere. The sort, so clear to them, sat easy
with the hest shown to me on the sands by the Keening Rock.

| stared down at Chayin, the bound dorkat. And | was greetly saddened. Such a wild thing should
never know collar and cage. And yet, he knew them not, in his conception. | shook my head in answer to
his carnivorous grin, trying to retain my solemnity. But his caled its mate onto my face. We had no need
of senang kills, Chayin and 1. We had well known each other when neither would employ them. We had
been, then, naive. But we had found, in those times, means of communication other than words. | had
seen the cahndor, before, upon the kill.

“I must go, Chayin, before | become certain enough to be a danger,” | said, turning from him. | fet
hiseyes upon me as | crossed to the padded, festureless door and pounded upon it.

“Tasa, Edtri,” growled Chayin. “Keep safe. We are short of crelsin Nemar.”

| flushed, my back to him. My hand, of its own valition, sought Khys's device upon my breast. The
door opened before me. As | stepped through, | spoke over my shoulder once more. “1 will try to get
you uris, lest you sweat to death,” | promised, stepping into the hall.

When Carth’'s eyes rose from securing the lock, mine met them, accusing.

“You cannot withold uris from him. Y ou might as wdl savage him as you did Sereth, and put him in
yit-infested cdl thirty-five, if you do that.”



Carth looked away. “Speak to me” | jeered, “arrar, councl member, vessd of justice and truth,
explan to me this which you have shown me today. You and ten others you say, dl highly skilled, did
this? | spat, “You mugt be desaf to your own teachings, to do such a thing” My fids wrapped in my
chad. | waited. It took atime before Carth found words.

“You asked me dso what kept Khys so long at the lakeside,” he reminded me findly. “I will tdl you
that, if you will walk with me.” His voice was very grave. “But ask me no questions of fitness. | have as
yet come to no conclusions. | have my doubts, but | am undecided. When | have taken stance upon this
matter, you will be the first to know.” He met my gaze, undhrinking.

| let him take my arm, and we waked the hdlway toward the dairs that led down to Khys's
chambers.

“Khys” said Carth in the tone of a man who hopes to make sense of athing for himsdf by attempting
to explain it to another, “has long had problems with Gherein. And even longer has he been aware that
someday it would come to this. But he was loath to do what needed done. He and others have suffered
many indignities because of Gherein. Vedrast, whom Gherein swayed to his thinking, was not the only
one. Such diversity to opinion within a group that links minds cannot long be sustained.” He cast his eyes
about the passage, his mouth a crooked line drawn dark across hisfece ..

“Khys had come to this decison previous to your abduction. | believe, a this moment, that he even
knew of it. But he waited, that he might have proof. In such fairs, it is wel to obtain incontrovertible
evidence”

“He did not need it, ssemingly, with Vedrast,” | interrupted.

“You do not understand. Gherein is the dharen’s most vehement detractor. He leads some few
others. He is volaile, unstable, contumacious, amord, and exceptiondly taented. He is derile. He is
Khys's son.”

We were passing a benched dcove. | sought it. “And what | wrote, what Khys's Estri wrote ...” Nor
was that dl that had been reveded to me by Carth’s words.

He amiled grimly. “We are deding with it now. We have been coming aware. But until Khys replaced
lake-born with a mixed-bred upon his council, none dared speak of it. Between father and son, that was
the find insult. Gherein was more than ready, with his M’ ksakkan pawns. His stance in the time is never
faulty, only his use of it. When Khys put a child upon you, and that child matched his expectations,
Gherein had to act. He fdt his ascendancy in danger. And wdl it might be!” With those words he
confirmed what | had seen. Over me, and the spawn of my womb, had Khys and his favored son come
to contest.

“Khysloveshim?’ | ventured.

“Doubtless. He has resisted any number of attacks persond and public, by Gherein. Rumor has it
thet thrice he has dlowed the son to engage him in combat. And that thrice he has gifted him again with
life”

“But not this time” | murmured. | recollected Gherein's attempt to destroy me, while about my
assessment. And those things he had said to me when | had been Khys's Edtri, dl uncomprehending. At
the feast had he spoken to me. And aso there came into my mind what Khys had sad to Sereth that
evening. | had been there when Khys had made the decison to set Sereth upon Gherein. Even did |
recdl Gherein’s words and manner to his father from a new perspective. “Sereth once id to me, when |
criticized his treatment of his son Tyith, that dthough someday the boy might be able to knock the sword
from his grasp upon the second stroke, until then it was necessary for both of them to know that he could

“With lake-born, things are not so smple. Timeis the weapon; will, the sharpness of its edge.”

“And yet the wesgpon is no more than the widlder.” | quoted again the Ebvrasea. “And owkahen the
ardeinto which we dl daly step,” | added, of mysdf.

Carth picked a thread from his robe. “Khys has not yet apprehended Gherein, though some fed it
was the first councilman he sought while he was elsewhere, these last days. When he viewed Sereth and
Chayin, and spoke to them, he was more wrathful than | have ever seen him. He reiterated that he would
treat them exactly as he would treat Gherein. It was the sentence he had threatened them with that



afternoon they sat by the body of Liuma Witnesses had heard it. He could not do otherwise. He will
not,” he cautioned me.

“Must you monitor me so conscientioudy?”

“Yes | mud. | serve him dill.”

“And | servehim dso. | go now to do s0.” | rose from him in speedy leave-taking. “If ever you free
yoursdlf of hisyoke,” | caled back, “and take up your lifeinto your own hands, seek me. Urttil the, keep
an enth between us”

And | ran down the hdll, away from him. Keep an enth between us. It is an old, old saying, derived
from an older proverb that states the vaue of mantaining an enth’s lead upon the now. If one can but be
appraised one enth into the furture, dl worth knowing will come to be possessed aforetime. And one
might then comport onesdf with fitness, in accordance to the exigencies of the sort. The worthy man,
fleaing his pursuers, seeketh only that.

| grinned upon the gtairs. It had been the proper inault a the most efficacious moment. We would see
what effect my work had had upon Carth’'s shaken sense of fitness, what further eroson might be
wrought upon his surety. When a man feds the meetness of his actions, none can sway him. When he
does not, he drifts from one master’s hand to another, seeking outsde himsdf for wha he cannot find
within. The need for lightness in the sdf cannot forever be denied, | thought, in a man like Carth. It had
been dl | could do to so convincingly deride him. But it had been necessary, lest he catch the complicity
within me. | had turned him inward, which dways serves. One cannot focus one's atention in two places
a once.

Upon the gtair’s landing | halted, smoothed back my hair. Closng my eyes, | took a number of
measured breaths. Before Khys, | must mobilize dl that remained of my abilities. When | fdt confident of
my composure, when | had surveyed as best | could owkahen, | assayed the wak down that passage of
orithdum and archite squares. Past the hulion tapestry to the double thala doors | moved a measured
pace, awaiting the moment.

The doors were gar. Within, | heard sounds of converse. | amiled, a mere baring of teeth. Alone in
the corridor, there were none to see it. Within, the voices grew low, sporadic.

It was not yet time. | separated my hair, brought haf over my left shoulder. One must come down the
passage first. Once more, | closed my eyes and awaited him.

The voices in the keep were dlent when the blond arrar that had bound me and left me leashed to
couch in the forereader’ s keep approached. It was as | had envisoned it. | motioned him closer. Three
drides distant he was when | dipped between the doors into the dharen’s keep.

It was shadowy in the keep. But for them. The entrapped stars were dead or spent for weapons.
They opposed each other, glowing. Fire whirled in the ar between them. Agonized was Gherein's
countenance as he faced his father across that whirling conflagration. Khys's back was to us. Every
muscle upon it stood high and ridged, and great shivers of flame coursed over hisflesh.

Behind me, | heard the blind arrar shut the doors. Then he was beside me. | nodded, content. We
were sufficient, for witnesses.

A cracking roar began, fird like a blocked ear, then ocean’s pound, then louder. They merdy
considered each other. Their forms were limned clear and bright by their motionless attacks and parries.
Then clearer and brighter as the keep began to fade away about them. | fdt ther need, seeking my
substance to fud thar battle. | threw a shidd and hdd it, attentive. The need passed on seeking easier
prey. Doubtless it would come suffling back, if they both lasted so long. The arrar muttered. | fdt his
hand upon my shoulder. And his fear was very red. My eyes upon Gherein's black-haired head, |
widened my care to indude the man beside me. Why I did, | did not know, for he was Gherein's.

The dark around grew thicker. My feet found themsdves upon a different, more reslient surface from
which vegetation sprouted as the fighting extended into another plane. | did not look down, lest | come to
resde there. My ears ached deep inmy head. The moving ar from the whirl buffeted me with hot thirsty
tongues.

Gherain's brows were in aline of pain over his black eyes, from which the fire visbly dimmed. They
spoke to each other, somehow, in the cacophony that deafened me. Their mouths moved. Only that.



They were both dill as desth.

And then | began to fed it. The pressging was a dy and vengeful smile upon Gherein's face.
Doubtless he displayed it a great cost. Then as it faded, the pain began. Consumed with it, entrapped,
unable to break Khys's hold, Gherein fought back. He took his agony and with dl his consderable talent
broadcast it across the Lake of Horns. | found mysdf on the mat, writhing, my own moanson my ears. It
took atime to know the dissolution his. That time | spent reviewing my life Then | redized the place in
which | lay. Then that there was another ralling upon the mat beside me. And who he was, the arrar, and
my name aso | recollected as | sruggled to my knees, gagging upon the sudden unnamable stench.

| saw Gherein, weaving, stagger and fdl. His face and form seemed blistered by the fire tha
emanated from him. While | watched, he crawled forward, supporting himsdf upon hands and knees. On
his back, the skin and in some places muscle had been charred. It flaked away blackly. As he fdl upon
hisface, | saw bone, ggping white through holesin his flesh. And then there was no pain. Only a sdttling.
Thefire-seeming spird grew very bright. | shidlded my face with my arm.

Lowering it, | saw only Khys. There was no gan or ash or sgh upon the rust-toned mat of Gherein.
| regarded the bronze-scaled calling. There were no longer twelve stars entrapped there, but thirteen.

Khys stood very ill. | did not venture to approach him until the fire faded from his flesh.

But | squinted at him though that glow like banked embers. And | judged him unscathed. The blond
arrar caught my gaze. He was pde with shock and horror. | grinned and turned away. The dharen’s
body secerned near normd, save for his lack of movement. In moments only, that stiffness was gone
from hislimbs. A strange place to do battle Gherein had chosen, neither here nor there, hdf in one world
and hdf in another.

Khys ran a hand over his forehead. Behind him, the window showed dusk. “Gherein brought the
accounting to me. Witnesses have seen it. Get out of here” He pointed to the arrar. Gherein's witness.
“Do what needs to be done. Tdl them not to seek me. None are to disturb my secluson.”

The arrar backed to the doors, his eyes upon the mat. He fumbled behind him for the bronze handle.
When he had managed his exit, | locked the doors.

Khys sat upon the dcove ledge, looking out over the Lake of Horns. The sun had set while they
were about their testing. | was glad | had been prompt.

| crossed the keep and filled two bowls of kifra, brought them to him. He received the bowl from me,
absently. | stepped carefully through the morass of loose cushions, teking a seat upon the ledge s
opposite end. He seemed aman once more. And in truth he was no god. | had seen gods fight, and such
was not thair custom. But it had been Gherein, surdly, who had chosen the wegpons and place of battle.
Khys would have given him that choice, as Raet had given it to me. | sipped my kifra, taking rein upon
my mind. His eyes ranged the lake' s far shore. If he had heard my importunate thoughts, he gave no sgn.
| felt sorrow for him, that he had killed his own offspring.

“It was long coming. | tried three times to dissuade him. Upon the next occasion, | could avoid my
duty no longer. | did what the time demanded. If not over you and our son, then over the number of
clouds in the sky would we have come to contest.” His voice was quieter than | liked. | did not know
what to say. He had commanded my presence at his son’s sdf-sought execution. | raised my bowl, not
gpping. Over itsrim | gazed a him. There was in him no grief, but a kind of weariness. That | caught
tagte of it bespoke its strength.

Letting the liquid lap against my closed lips, | searched some reply.

“Carth,” said Khys as the knock came, without turning his head. He had the look of a man geding
for beattle rather than meditating afterward. | went and admitted Carth.

“Dharen,” he said, hdfway to his master. “You know, surdly.” Hiswhole bearing was distressed.

Khys closed his eyes. His lashes lay dmogt atop his cheeks, copper in the light from the thirteen
entrapped stars. “Tdl me, Carth, that it may go as | have envisoned it.” He did not open his eyes. | saw
the whiteness of his knuckles, tight fists clenched in his |ap.

“The degth of Gherein blanketed the Lake of Horns. It did not immediady identify itsdf as his A
number are injured. A greater number are profoundly disturbed, frightened. The council convenes.”

“Witnesses have heard it,” said Khyswith a bare smile. “Y ou are now firg councilman. Appoint your



own replacement. | will speak with you tomorrow, mid-med. At that time, you may, if you wish, seek
corroboration from the off-worlder M’ tras as to Gherein’s complicity in these affairs”

“Thereisno need, dharen,” Carth demurred.

Khys shrugged, his gaze 4ill off over the lakesde. “Have a med sent to us. This night | will give
audience to my off-world guests. | want no interruptions. | will see no one, you incuded, before
mid-med next.” And then he did turn, his mgesty flaring from him like sun’s spume. “When you know
what you musgt come to know, attend me. Y ou will soon have athing to say worthy of my atention. Urtil
then, 1 will not hear you. | bid you go and await the message you mug transmit when next we mest.
Leave me now,” he commanded. “Carth! | bid you look wel about you, for what you have not seen!”

Khys turned back to the Lake of Horns. The audience was over. 1, too, turned from Carth, that |
might keep & least an ith between us.

But | could not turn from the specter that hovered like a flane's afterglow before my eyes. Gherein
hed sent his respects to my father, Estrazi. What | had glimpsed of owkahen told me | might soon deliver
them. Convey to your father my awe, Gherein had bade me, that he could put into the time such a force.
Ingghtful was Gherein, | redized, as my stance in the time came clearer.

“That, in truth, he was,” said Khys camly. “Though enfleshed no more, his influence extends out into
owkahen. We will fed hiswill, both you and 1, some little while longer.”

| thought of Chayin, in the holding keep, and Sereth in his dank cell. | did not conced my fedings.

“And you, who bring crux wherever you go, how dare you presume to judge my actions? | had
thought to avoid much of what has come to be. And dl of what owkahen yidds up next. Yet, it rises. A
men can only dam so much of the time. When one brings in a number of convergent hests, in the heavy
crux, where one mind has ceased, another may have started. There is, in truimph, a most vulnerable
moment. How vulnerable one can come to be, | an ever learning. Beware, if you can, such prideful
laxity. The time seeks the shape | have long denied it. The blacklash from my own inetia works
another’ s will.” A grimace, pretender of a amile, came and went. “I should read with greeter care my
ownwritings” He studied me a moment, his countenance abstracted. “1 wonder periodicdly whether you
understand hdf of what | say. The time takes new shape with dacrity. You yoursdf have experienced
such moments”

“I know it)” | rgoined, but | fdt no sympethy for his plight. | knew that he would not have it
otherwise. That is the feding that sustains upon the edge of the abyss. One waks the ledge, upon the
substance of its smplicity. The life right rules. | nodded. | had been there. “Often in such times, one is
offered a choice. It has been my experience that the option of stepping out of the circle is repesatedly
given, though few seem ever to take it. Takeit, Khys”

He crossed his arms. “Tonight we will sup here. Then you will accompany me to view the
off-worlders”

“You cannot deprive the cahndor so crudly.” | spoke of uris.

“I have done s0,” he observed. “It equds the weight upon the two of them.”

“You cannot go through with this” | decried him. “The circumstances—"

“The circumstances demand this accounting,” he interrupted. “You are thinking that they could have
done no different, given ther natures and customs. And | say to you that | can do naught ese, given
owkahen and life right. Do not plead for them to me. | will not hear you. | have spoken of their
disposition before witnesses, and that dispogition stands.” It was in his most ringing voice that he intoned
those words. Having done so, he rose up from the sll and took couch.

After atime, | went and joined him. He lay on his sscomach, his head regting upon folded arms, and
his redity was heavy upon his spirit. So might mine have been, | thought, findly discarding the rumpled
short-length | had worn since M’ tras abducted me from the Lake of Horns. Much had happened in those
five days. Tomorrow, | recollected as | rolled to Khys's side upon the couch dlks, was the day he had
gven as deadline to M’ ksakkans. But he had not waited. He had reclaimed me aforehand.

His eyes were closed, his breathing regular. He had not pulled the slks around him, but lay atop
them. It seemed to me he was adeep. | sought dimness from the entrapped stars, and they obeyed me,
dl thirteen. | wondered at the new one, a what it might know of its origin. But that wondering made me



shiver, and | forsook it. | took pleasure in ther obedience to my will. | thought | might seek some
enlightenment from Khysin deep. | found ingtead oblivion, and missed the moons' rise over the Lake of
Horns.

Carth woke me. | had not known him possessed of a key. Upon the gal table was the service he had
brought for the dharen. Khys did not gtir. Carth, his hand upon my arm, asked athing. Apprasing Khys's
chest, | doubted that he il dept. But | rose and accompanied Carth through the double doors into the
hdll. | stood there hugging mysdf, my feet on the cool stone squares.

“What?' | demanded in a whisper. The evening lad long shadows in the dharen’s hdl. The few
adling stars seemed congpiratoridly dim—

“l saw to the cahndor’s comfort,” he said upon breath. “I wanted you to know.”

“What if Khys takes your generogity from my mind?’ | suppressed asmile,

“Hedid not forbid it,” said Carth, his brow furrowed.

“That istrue,” | dlowed. “Now, if you could hed ther wounds and remove their bands, you might
have made some creditable start upon the reparations due them. And their freedom—perhaps you might
consder giving that back to them.”

“Edri—"

“Carth, | find it difficult to look upon you.” And | pushed back through the doors and closed them
upon his shadowed form. Leaning againg their locked expanse, | sought cdm. | dared not even consider
how my work lay in the time.

“I mentioned to Carth Chayin's needs,” | said softly to his progtrate form. “He found it in his heart to
see to them.” Then | pushed away from the doors and sought his wardrobe for wrap. By the time |
reached it, he had risen.

| stood there in quandary before my belongings. The white Galeshir slk | had so favored had been
logt to me. Liuma had worn it to her degth. | was dill undecided when he came and joined me.

“Thisisfor you,” he said, indicating a tas bundle next to my ors.

| opened it and found a tas breech, band, and tunic. “My thanks,” | breathed.

“l dso, as | had promised, found you a circle partner. But | doubt you will have time to try him,” he
sad, taking up his dark robe.

“Wha mean you?’ | asked, my pleasure swept away by his portent-heavy demeanor.

“Itismy hope that you will be able to answer your own questions soon.”

“May | get another white robe from the fitters? Mine is nowhere about.”

“You may get wha you wish from them,” he said, eyeing me curioudy.

To divert mysdf, | tried the breech and band. While | was about adjusting the lacings, Khys sought
hismed. He dlowed, from the table, that snce | had no robe, | might belt one of his about me.

| fdt strange in the voluminous dark web-work. | could have pulled it twice around me. | bent the
deeves up thrice before my wrisgts came into view. Under it | had retained the breech and band.
Tomorrow | would order awhite robe.

When | exited into the keep proper, he was a the couch with a filled plate. Beside him lay another,
bearing the food he had dlotted to me.

He grinned when his eyes fdl upon me. Khys amiled occasondly. Most times his face was
composed, severe. Seldom did the dharen grin. “ Y ou look far too young to couch,” he observed.

| pulled his robe around me and settled a the couch’s foot. | did not move toward my plate, but
waited to refill his When he was done, | took it to table and replenished the harth and jellied gul. Also
did I bring him brin, tagting it firgt for fitness. Such manners were lakeside custom. They rang loudly fdse
to me, even as | employed them. He sgnified that | might attend my own plate. It was good to taste again
Sligran bounty after the starfare M’tras had fed me. As| ate, | waxed hungry. | had not been, after so
long abgtaining. My stomach, dthough startled, was more than willing to take up once more its function.

He drained his goblet, handed it to me. “What will you do with them?’ | asked as | again got him
drink.

“Who?" he said accepting from me the Slver goblet upon which fog was forming.

“Ddlin and M’tras,” | said, taking the moment to reconsider. “What seek you with them?’



“It iswhat they will come to seek that is of importance.”

“And what isthat?’

“A way home.” His words rose from the goblet’s innards.

“Your explanation explains nathing,” 1 objected softly.

He closed his eyes. | found mysdf upon my heds by the time he consented to open them. “Little
savage,” he said to me, “they are going to reside upon Silistra until they can provide themselves a means
of exit other than in the bdly of a machine. Between now and then they will come to be other than the
men they presently are. And that which | am about, the widening of their conception, is an undertaking
that should not confound you. Though the specifics may be tailored to the individud, the gods diverse,
the practice remains the same.”

And | shook my head, not understanding, shamed by my ingbility to grasp his meaning. | should not
have been. Only such as Khys can set such far-reaching catalysts loose upon the time. Being one, | could
not see shlings in the making. |1 was not concerned with the fate of Ddlin and M’tras, but the speed of
events, and the fact that Khys had at least temporarily ceded control of owkahen, greetly concerned me.
They concerned my flesh and caused the hairs upon it to stland away, one from the other. | pulled Khys's
robe tighter, but it did not warm my aerted flesh.

He bade me then accompany him to view them. | told mysdf, upon the way there, that their fate was
no respongbility of mine.

Yet | think now that | must have known, after afashion, for indl that followed, | fet no surprise, not
even a fird gght of them in keep number twelve. Although upon the same leve, holding keep tweve
differed markedly from Sereth’s prison. | wondered if dl were different. And | wondered aso how many
were filled.

The cdl of rough-hewn brown taernite had no window, nor were lake rushes strewn upon the floor.
They were not chained; they lay upon pelts spread over the stone. High above their heads, torches
blazed in sconces reached from a circular gdlery. One might have stood there above them, higher than
one man could jump from the shoulders of another. From tha gdley they might be observed,
questioned, or dain. We made only cursory use of it upon our way to them.

The guards, so surly upon my firg vigt here, unbended themselves with fervor. One guided us to the
gdlery access, did asde the ponderous plank door. A finger across his lips, Khys motioned me within
the passage thus revealed. At its terminaiion was a square of uncertain light. | found, when | stood there,
that the platform was aman’s length across. It followed the curving taernite wal. At intervas the torches
thet lit the prison floor below were sconced in the waist-high guardwall.

| sought the view, pressing mysdf againg the brown stone. Bdow me they lay opposite each other
onthar pets. They were reading. | read athing into the opposition of thar bodies, from my timein the
Parset Lands. And | fancied | saw it, too, in the set of their frames. And in ther slence did | fed the
enmity between them.

“| thought,” said Khysin a low voice, “that | would put them in a keep that would not discomfort
their preconceptions.”

The humor of it welled up in me. | stepped back from the edge, trying to swalow my amusement.
And it may have been hysteria, but it seemed truly fitting that M’tras should have for his firg dght of
Slidgrathis most ancient part of the dharen’s tower.

“l am conddering sending each a suitable forereader this night,” he whispered, ducking by meinto the
passage. Such a move would feed ther fantasies, | redized as | followed. And it bespoke once more
Khys's humor. But | liked it not.

“M’tras much abused me” | said levely. The guard did the door across the access passage. “I think
it unseemly of you to reward him.”

Khys raised a brow. “1 would not begrudge them women. They have, a any rate, each other.” | had
not thought of that. But | was angered, dill, a the lightness of the hand of judgment upon them, in
contrast to the weight of it upon Sereth and Chayin.

| walked with him, mute, not daring to press the matter. | had nearly forgotten it in the discomfiting
redization that | stood but doors away from Sereth and could not aid him, when Khys spoke of it to me.



“M’tras mourns hisijiyr. | will giveit to you. You may do with it as you wish. That, | assure you, is
auffident punishment upon his scaes for any harm he might even have consdered doing you. | shdl
inform him, also, of my decison.” It was an offidd transaction, there in the undertunnd prisons a the
Lake of Horns.

| bowed my head before his gaze, that my amilefdl upon my feet.

“Thisisthefird time” said Khys, “that | have truly marked the Shaper in you.” Hisgrim censure rang
back from the stone.

“Itissurdy,” | answered, “the firs time | have marked such mercy inyou.” | let my mind seek Sereth
boldly. | found only his shied. | had not expected to touch more. | had done it for Khys, that he might
know me without doubt what he had cdled me.

Khys turned to the lock. “You fed that srongly,” | heard him say as he cgjoled the key.

“Itisablood debt. In his service, my life is forfat. It is mine to spend, isit not? You have, aready,
that which you desired from me. Thetime cdls me esewhere. Y ou must know it. | heard your name, too,
upon the wind from the abyss. | have given you my word that | will aid you. Up to a point, | will do so.
Where you go, | may be of somelittle use. You know it. Be assured that | know it dso. Give me his life,
and the larger thing might go another way. If | must be here for him, | cannot be there dso.” So did |
speak to him of Sereth and degtiny, and of our own parts in what was to follow. But he would not hear
me. Nor would | have heard any other, had | been about the setting and holding of such hests and
counter-hests as twisted the whole fabric of owkahen that evening, Brinar third fourth, 25,697.

“No,” sad Khysto dl of it. Only that. Without looking & me, he pushed the great door inward and
strode to the center of keep twelve.

| followed him, shutting the door behind me. | leaned againg the rough ragony, searching.

M’ tras raised himsdf to a gtting postion. Still did he wear his formHfitting blacks, incongruous in this
ancent halding keep. Around hiswaist was no blinking belt. He laid the ors aside, drawing his knees up
agand his chest. Those black-ringed eyes fastened upon me. He clicked. He seemed near thoughtless,
waiting, poised like a forereader for the legp into owkahen. | sensed his physiochemicd fear, his body’s
tetanus from shock and obviation of space and flesh lock. Worst—bad enough that | shrank from him
and turned to Ddlin—was his disorientation. His knowns were not smply threatened, they were
shattered. Whole chunks of his conception had crumbled upon the flawed foundations of fdse
assumptions. M’tras’ redity had been forcibly atered by his experiences a Khys's hands. He floundered
within himsdlf, scrabbling for footing. Perhaps for the firg time without his machines to aid him, M’tras
sought stance in the time. He would not, inmy gppraisal, gain it quickly.

Khys stood waiting. M’tras, as |, knew for what the dharen waited. It was a foolhardy defiance. My
eyes met Ddlin's as Khys began the widening of M’tras’ conception.

“I havelitletime” said the dharen to the M’ ksakkan mechanic, who could not yet answer. “Let this
be sufficent demondration of the balance between us”

He stepped back, removing his hold. M’ tras waited out his tremors, unmoving.

Ddlin of his own accord made obeisance to the dharen. Khys raised him without comment. | saw
within Ddllin a strength | had not seen before. He was frightened, as befitted a sane man in his position.
But before the other, he was upheld, also. And pride did he seem to take in Khys, in what the dharen
hed done.

Khys cdled meto him. | went and stood there, before Ddlin and M’ tras. That one' s face was grayer
then | recaled, and the web of lines around his eyes graven deeper. But he sat Sraight, his head raised to
meet the dharen’s eyes.

“Further M’ ksakkan perfidy has been made known to me” sad Khys sernly. “Before sun’'s risng,
the night will hogt two additiond stars, if briefly.”

“You would not!”

“Itis past done. The light has only not reached us”

“You spend life casudly, despite your protestations,” said M’ tras.

“If you had not sent two unscheduled, undeclared vehidles to Silistra, you would not have had to
count them lost. The barrier is passve protection. It only removes that which seeks to penetrate it.”



“You have isolated Sligrafrom the rest of avilization,” M’tras pointed ouit.

“Such was my intention,” agreed Khys patiently.

“They will not rest until they have us back,” M’tras said upon staccato dlicks. His Sligtran was fast
becoming servicegble.

Khys, and Ddlin dso, found that to be amusing. Khys turned to the Liaison.

“You, then. Will you send a message to your people, informing them of what we both aready
know?’

“Allow me to serve you,” said Ddlin, squaring back his shoulders.

“And to your relaions there, will you aso send word?” Khys pressed.

“But tdl me what intdligence you desire them to recaive.” Ddlin, before M’tras, waxed ever more
Sligran.

“Truth, nothing more,” spoke the dharen, his eyes narrowed. “Tha you would reman here, to
discharge chadra and take an education. That you will reman here until you have taken the teachings of
the helsar you clamed upon the plain of Astria. What say you?’

“Thet | am honored,” said Ddlin cautioudy.

“At sun’srigng, | will deliver you to your keep. We will together draft such a message. You will send
it. I will then return you here.”

Ddlin's gray eyes grew shadowed. He weighed his loydities He looked & M’tras. Then agan he
raised his eyes to Khys. “1 will do your will,” he said.

“I would not try it,” said Khys sharply to M’tras, his hands of a sudden upon his hips. “You will not
be successful.”

Seeking within Ddlin for the source of his newfound grace, | had sensed nothing from M’tras. But |
recollected him and his ways as he clasped his hands to his head and rocked upon his knees before us,
maoaning. The remembrance steadied me. | only regarded him, the sweat and tears upon his face. Sereth,
upon an occasion, criticized the vengefulness he saw in the cahndor and in me, and derided us both for
our dleged lack of compassion.

Unmoved, | stared down a him. Aurd symboligt, stochastic improviser though he was, upon the
taernite of Khys's holding keep he begged and cried for mercy as sncerdy as might any lesser man.

When M’tras was capable of speech, the dharen posed to him certain questions. From his mouth |
heard of Gherein, and what twidings and turnings of judice and truth he had entertained in his
conception. To rule Slistra, Gherein would have given much. He had given it, in truth, though it had not
been his to give. As Khys had told it to Carth, so M’tras confirmed the dharen. Any, seeking to
determine the truths involved, might now get them from M’tras.

| turned from him. Though it pleased me to see Khys indruct him, it never pleases to see strength
brought low. | sought the torch play on the stone walls.

“Edri,” said Khysto M’tras, “has your ijiyr. | have givenit to her. And your life, dso, | will give into
her hands” | whirled upon Khys, staring.

M’tras fists were clenched upon his thighs Seeing them, | remembered that which he had done to
me, which had fitness only between men. | grinned a him.

He hardly saw me. He spoke a sentence in his musical meaningless language.

Khys laughed. “He objects most heatedly to being the crdl of a crdl. We have grievoudy
demordized him. Perhaps you might disabuse him of this particular preconception.”

| looked at Khys. | knew what he wanted from me. Shivering, | bent my will for the firg time to the
diminishment of a man. But | could not complete the act. | could not. | spread my hands, helpless.

Khys nodded, asif | had pleased him. | ran my pams over my face. Both were damp. M’tras,
tensed, looked between us.

“You mug, it seems, take my word for our dhareness proficiency. Or perhaps you might consult
Ddlin, whom | leave here to advise you. Lisen wel to him, Yhrillyan, lest in improvisation you lose
cognizance of the root structure of the chord.”



VI: An Ordering of Affairs

He showed me, later that evening, the lights in the sky. They seemed indgnificant, viewed with the
naked eye. And in truth ther sgnificance was great only to the world that had sent them. Siligtra was
never in danger. Other things he showed me, that night.

“What isthis sudden ordering of your affairs?’ | asked of him in a whisper when he had finished his
extensve preparations.

“Exactly thet. In the early day | will’be absent with Ddlin, at the Liaison First’s. Carth will come to
you before | return. Maintain your cam, regardless of the implications of his message. Be assured that
you can render me no greater service than that.”

| kissed him upon the shoulder. When one mugt hold calm within, againg dl rationd indindt, it is of
great serviceif there be cam without. 1t was a measure of his distress that he should plead my aid in what
faced him. | promised him that service, not knowing how difficult its rendering would come to be.

When | awoke, he was gone from the keep. Knuckling the deep from my eyes, | sought the window,
that | might judge from the view the time and weather.

And | saw it then, but | did not mark it with my deep-dulled senses. | but turned away and pulled on
the breech and band. When that was done, | went seeking rana and sun’s med.

| found them, upon the man floor. It was the arrar’s kitchen into which | wandered. None made
objection. The dhareness, | thought, getting in line with them, might eat wherever she chose. | saw there
the blond arrar who had been Gherein’s witness. Upon that seeing, | turned away, that | might avoid him,
then back again when | redized the futility of my actions. | was the only femde in that many-benched
archite hall.

The men before and behind me were diffly slent.

The server ladling out salsa-laced grud screwed up his face a me, and inquired after the weather as
hefilled my plate.

“Will you have water in your rana?’ he asked.

“It isfor your rana | have come to this board, rather than another’s,” 1 lied to him. “1 would chase the
deep from me, not groll with it about the lake” The blond arrar had a hand upon my arm.

“Know you what has come to pass?’ he asked me.

“Of what, specificdly, do you speak?’

“There are no hulionsin residence at the Lake of Horns”

“And when did they leave?’

“Upon my madter’s death,” he said, pushing close.

| walked from the line. Others were waiting.

“Stwith me” he urged.

“No.” | shook off his hand and sought an untenanted expanse of wal, squaiting at its foot with my
food between my legs, Sayer fashion.

“Why do you tdl methis?’ | asked after a time, when he hovered there ill. 1 wished he had waited
until my head was clear. The rana, tongue-curling and thick, steamed. | sipped it cautioudy.

“It concerns you,” he said.

“You give me more than | have, arrar.”

“| doubt that.” He grinned. He, | decided, must be longer awake than I.

“Direct meto thefitter's” | asked him.

He dlowed that he would escort me there. | moaned slently. | had been a fool to come here. | had
had other designs upon the time remaining before the dharen’s return.

| gulped my rana, handed him the empty cup. “Get me, if you would, another serving,” | asked of
him. | waited until he had taken a place in line. The man ahead addressed him. His thought bristled,
shidding. Of me, the other queried him. His guarded answer revealed nothing. But | fdt ever more as |
wakened the crux that crackled the very ar about. | knew every nerve in my body. My pulse spoke
loud. There were no longer hulions at the Lake of Horns. At Gherein's death they had left. | cautioned



mysdf, lest | assume some fase causd reationship between the two events. And wha vaue might |
atach to that piece of information, when | knew not the hulions function, what service they had
previoudy rendered at the Lake of Horns?

“Perhaps Khys cdled them sewhere,” | postulated to him when he returned with two cups.

He laughed. | liked not the sound of it. But | had not, upon firsd sght, liked anything about this
blond-haired lake-born.

“What name have you?’ | asked him, swirling the hot liquid.

“As2” he replied. | had known another by that name once. It is not an uncommon name in the
northeedt.

“I had thought to do more of the dharen’s work upon our new prisoners” | informed him. “I seek
Carth, to get the keys. Know you where | might find him?’

“He is in secluson, not to be disturbed until Khys returns” He did not hide his satisfaction. |
wondered what he found to gloat about in the hulions absence.

“Thereislitletime” | said determinedly. “I am afraid | will have to disturb him.”

He squinted a me from above. | fdt his mind's seeking, and showed him what served me. “I have
the keys” he said, eyeing me speculaively. “I might take you down there, after you have seen the fitter. |
would not want you to disturb Carth. He is, after dl, a councilman.” His voice dripped venom like a
swvamp dipsa s fangs

He was as good as his word. And he was dso the man Khys had chosen for my circle partner. A
grong statement of power, was that: his placing my life routindy in the hand of his son's favored arrar.
We descended many dairs.

“Get your gear,” he urged me as we walked the hdls. “I would try you.”

| was more than pleased to agree. There fdl between us then an assessive slence, ceasing only when
our mental paths crossed.

“Why are you not grieving for Gherein?’ | asked aoud.

“I dill implement his will.” His voice was hard-edged. “When | have finished my tasks. | will
doubtless take time to consider him and his completed works.” We crossed a nexus hogting Sx passages.
| saw no windows.

“Are we below ground?’

He nodded, guiding me through the passage west of north. It was short, with no doors upon its
length. It led to a door of stra plate. The door when opened to the arrar’ s fig reveadled a huge chamber,
compartmentalized. A woman from one answered the arrar’ s summons. From her | commissioned a robe
identicd to the one | had logt. Also | procured awhite tas tunic; a cloak lined with shorn white brigt; three
dlks long-lengths, dl white; a gol-knife; two straight-blades that | selected with care, and the leathers
appropriate to such weapons. One of the blades | chose was noticeably heavier than the other. Even did
| take it from a different section.

“One should practice with the same blade weight one intends to use upon thekill,” he criticized.

“| have dways doneit thus” | had never done so. “My master was Rin diet Iron, of Astria Who was
yours?’

“Lake-born do not study Sayer’s skills” His voice said that it was favor he did me, that such work
was far beneath him. “The dharen assured me you would not kill me”

“I would not be too certain,” | said, adding an additiond gol-knife to my store. All but the heavier
blade | had sent to the dharen’s keep. That | put in sheeth, firgt nicking my arm with it. The lake-born
rased his eyebrows as | sucked the new blood. Evidently one did not blood a new weapon before
sheathing at the Lake of Horns.

“Take me to your dvilized and urbane holding keeps, O effete one,” | suggested, piqued.

He grinned and acquiesced, leading me away that twisted and turned and convoluted so thet | took
fear of being logt forever wandering in the soundless maze, with only the lake-born and an occasiond
adling star for companions. After an agonizing time, we came findly to a passage hosting doors. They
were high-numbered. We proceeded down it.

“Wheat keep do you want?’ he asked me, fishing out his keys from his robe.



“Thirty-four,” | said, dry-mouthed

“Here, then.” He stopped. Bent over the lock, he regarded me. “How long here had you in mind?’

“An enth, perhaps.”

“Thet islong to wait for you.”

“I will make the wait wel worth it,” 1 promised him.

“Itisto be hoped,” he said, shoving the door inward with his shoulder. Across the green-dark keep
he strode, to disappear. | heard crackling lake rushes, then a sound as of flesh upon flesh. “Wake, arrar,”
| heard, and another muffled sound.

| felt the rushes under my feet. Straining for Sght, | trod that dimness.

“Get out of here” | hissed at the looming bulk of the arrar Ase. He melded into the darkness. Wood
grated upon stone; the dimness became more complete.

My hands found him first. He spoke a low greeting.

His form detached itsdf from the shadows as | whispered areturn.

“Saw you Chayin?’ he asked me. His manner kept me back, though | longed to lay my head upon
him.

“Yes. He bade me wear white to your ending. | cannot see this, | am unbanded. | can ded with the
arrar who brought me here. He has keys.” | saw the ice in his gaze, and knew as | spoke that he would
refuse. “Carth will seek me here, before mid-med. If you held me, he would free you of the band. Upon
my life, he would do it. You mugt not do this Gherein tried him, Gherein is dead. The hulions are gone
from the Lake of Horns. Khys admits he has logt stancein the time. Sereth, let me free you.”

“You do not think | could prevail against hm?" he questioned me very low.

And | sought his eyes. | could not meet them. They rested upon the dharen’s mark, half-revealed by
my open tunic.

“l see no need.”

“Where could aman run from Khys? Edtri, let me be. Keep your questions from the affairs of men. |
will have atesting of him. It suits me. | would hear the manner of Gherein's death.”

| told it to him. He did down upon the rushes, his waeight making them sgh and rustle. The chain upon
him hissed. | wished it was over, decided. He asked me of the method and manner of the confrontation.
He asked of M’"ksakka. Not once did his gaze lighten upon me, not for one indant did | seeinhimwhat |
hed come here seeking.

When he was finished questioning, he bade me leave. Silent, | did hiswill.

The arrar, upon seeing my face and my early exit, did not press me to then fulfill my commitment.

“Sereth,” | had pleaded, “let me serve you.”

“One lagt time? No. When | want you, | will take you,” he had answered. “Now, get from my sght. |
have need of rest.”

Thetime, | thought as Ase led me to the guarded exit, is obgtinate in the extreme. | would have been
elsawhere than Khys's keep awaiting Carth that morning. But that was where Ase delivered me.

He stood about, reluctant to leave.

“I will giveyou service” | said to him, at the lintd. “But not in the dharen’s keep, with Carth’s arrivd
imminent.” He stood over me, very blond and lakeborn.

“Wewill seetoit,” he agreed, “a a more convenient time.”

“You did not ad mefor my use” | accused him.

“No, nor did you seek the Ebvraseafor his But you are right. | sought something from the moment,
something it failed to provide.”

“I, dso, got less than | had envisoned from that encounter.”

“Doubtless” he said, leaning upon the door frame, “if the moment had been more fruitful, you would
not have been here for Carth.” He squinted, pointing down the hdl. | then saw Carth.

“Truth,” | said, my voice aswry as his. “Perchance we will do better in the circle. |, for one, am far
beyond my depthsin these matters.”

As Carth approached, it seemed to me that he bore my dediny with him, a dark mantle tha
devoured light dl around him. Carth walked in shadow, though the day came in the windows and the



adling dtars attended ther task. | heard Khyss voice, inward, asking from me composure,
notwithstanding the message Carth would bear.

“Youwill excuse me?’

“Surely. | have a book to read,” he said with a sdf-effacing grin.

“Upon hesting, no doubt.” | picked it from hismind.

“Tasa,” he said. Unwilling to meet Carth, was the blond arrar. He pushed himsdf away from the wall
and was gone down a bifurcation in moments.

| shivered and awaited Carth, now firg of Khys's council.

“Have you taken up with the opposition?” he snarled, pushing me roughly before him into the keep.

“Khysisnot yet returned,” | said, shaking free of him. Cam, | reminded mysdf, in the face of Carth’s
terrifying temper.

“The dharen has asked me” | managed through clenched teeth, “to try to maintain an atmosphere of
normalcy in which he may function with minimd distraction. You are not hdping.” | sat upon the edge of
the couch. Carth paced the mat before me asif Chayin’s spirit had suddenly come to inhabit his flesh.

He snorted. “You would mantain that atmosphere from beneath the s0il? | was apprised of Ase's
intent while resting, so strong was it. And yours aso. Do you think he did not know your scheme? He
awaited it, that he might have cause to bring in another of his master’s hests.”

“Are you tdling me Ase sought my lifein the undertunnds?’

“As aurdy as you sought his” said Carth, stopping in mid-pace to glare.

| shrugged. “It did not work for either of us. Sereth awaits Khys's return. Chayin also seeks no help.
Why? What possesses them?’ | unbuckled the weapons belt, laid it by.

“Their maeness, | imagine”

“Maeness makes a man crave his own execution?’

Carth’sfigs found his hips. Derison twisted his festures. “Why does a man reach hislimit & one time
and not another? | know not. With Sereth, | might guessiit related to you and what you have become.”

“Let us not discuss what | have become. | had more than enough of such indruction this evening

past.”
“But with Sereth, it is only a guess. In crux, little is reveded. He places his hests. They are not
ineffectud. His ills are not as ours. You have seen the attenuated effect of the band of restraint upon
him. True Slidran he may be, or a picture of what our children’s children will become. Under these
circumstances, with Khys bound by his own word to give him the chance he gave Gherein, his skills may
adhm,”

“You took him. How can he stand againgt such forces as Khys can command?’ | whispered, seeing
him, his wounds ill heavy upon him, cold and defiant in his cell.

“Ten arrars and | went to the taking of those two. Sereth disdains hdlsar skills as weapons. And wel
he may, since none of mine could even dow him with mind. He demanded and received physicd bettle
from us. His shidding protects him from dl but sted or stra” Through Carth’'s memory | saw it: Sereth
and Chayin, cornered upon the third floor. They bore that day no amiles upon them. Between Sereth’s
legs was a corpse cleaved down the middle. The spilled organs made gory mud about their feet. Sereth
hed extended his shidding to Chayin, or the cahndor had learned its workings. Through it, periodicdly,
did Chayin reach out with hismind. One stroke, that of contained turbulence, swept Carth off his feet and
dashed him againg the corridor wdl. And | saw them taken in the rush of nine againg them. Four more |
saw die there, two by the cahndor in one desperate blade flash. From that stroke Chayin did not recover,
but tumbled senseless atop the last man he had downed. And the five of them then took their leisure with
Sereth. | broke the link. That | would not see.

“l am distressed,” said Carth, “by your concern for them. Have you no fedings for Khys? You have
long since ceased being a woman to Sereth. A symboal, you are, of hisfalure and diminishment and loss”

“Back to what | have become? Carth, | will not hear it. What | am, you and Khys have made me.
What that is, | do not know. What offends the cahndor and Sereth, if offense it is is beyond my
understanding. But | have never understood fitness as it is propounded by men. | care not. | have fedings
for Khys. They are mixed, in many areas. Of one thing | am sure. He has ruled overlong from the Lake of



Horns”

Carth sought the window, his back to me. His voice came very soft. And it was filled with grief.
“Shaper’s spawn, we may see soon the end of tha rule. And it would be a great loss, if such should
come to be. It is a pity that none could give you perspective. But then’—he dghed—*we had
perspective. It did us little good. You have served Estrazi’s purpose. Khys dreamed you so weak and
fragile that he might ddly with you, forewarned, and come to no harm. He took a dream and made it red.
But in those lands he became lost. And | wonder if he will wake in time” He turned and faced me, his
hands dutching the dill. “The child,” he said, “is gone.”

| looked a him, filled with thoughts of Chayin and Khys and Sereth and crux, not understanding.
Then his words took meaning. | amiled at his dour and careworn face. | stretched and rose. Inmy seeing,
| had been uphdd. Crux notwithgtanding, | had received the maich | sought—that of presage with
time-spawned moment. Our departure from the Lake of Horns, | had seen. And where we were
bound—that aso had been shown to me. But though | had preguessed the reason, | had not fitted it in its
tempora postion.

Cdm, Khys had begged of me. Cdm would | give him. He, who had known even that my
unauthorized seeking of Sereth would move Carth to attend me before his return, would have my most
diligent asstance in these matters.

“Do you have no tears to shed for your son?’ demanded Carth increduloudly.

“He was mine to bear, only. Upon this subject, | gave Khys warning. Fear does not become you.
Khys doubtless has his reasons. If you love him as deeply as your profess, give him the respect he is due.
He has not yet fdlen. Let us dl save our tears for that event, lest we invite into the time that which we
leest desire” And he did not choose to hear my sarcasm, but only nodded and sank down upon the
acove cushions to await the dharen’s return.

The sun sought the apex of itstravel, | sought the sort. Through grest fogs and mires of crux | plowed
on. And came, eventudly, to a recollection. All that 1 had learned about blood debts and fitness |
reviewed. Upon a certain scde, | weighed what had passed between me and the arrar Ase while the
both of us were intentioned on the other’s deeth. And the undaimed blood he gill owed me, from that
sarvice | rendered him as we stood witness for Khys and Gherein, came clear to my mind; and even
what that might mean, in consderation of alesson Sereth had once provided.

Upon atime, | had hedd a man'slife. His name was Laen gaesh Satemit. He had been a crdl, late of
the city of Stra. He had come to be mine, among other possessions, when | had taken up the chad of the
tiask Besha. | had freed him. He had later proved himsdf more then willing to decapitate me a Sereth’s
whim. And | considered Sereth and Chayin, in therr cdls. And M’tras, whose life had come into my
hands. And | began to understand what service | might render, and what | might not. But | did not heed
those lessons wel enough, thinking them only what they seemed, ingght into what had occurred. That
enlightenment, intended as indruction and preparation. | devaued and misconsrued. Only did |
determine that | mugt beware Ase, and keep a light hand upon M’tras. Not that with Sereth and Chayin
and what they hested, | must not interfere,

Carth’s eyes, boring holes into my scalp, obtruded into my concentration. “Your puerility never
ceases to amaze me” he said, Hill acrimonious after our long silence.

“| suggest that you cease seeking within me, since what you find puts you inill humor.”

What he muttered then was unclear.

“Tel me of hulions” | suggested. | rose and circled the keep, dl but the alcove where Carth sat.
Noaticing the things | had ordered, there upon the gol-dab table, | gathered them up.

Carth made no answer. | shrugged and took the parcels unopened to Khys's wardrobe. | would not
have opened them before Carth. On my way, | snatched up the blooded blade, explaining that Khys had
found me a cirde partner. While within, | exchanged the hide tunic for the white tas. It covered
completely the breech and band. “White, and no other color upon you,” the cahndor had ordained. Also,
did | get the cloak lined with white brist from my pile, and from its peg the true Shaper’s cloak. Khys, |
thought, would favor it for this journey. And | took up for him second-best legthers. He would not wart,
| was sure, to go overdressed. Those things| draped over my arm, then took to couch, arranging his on



its left and mine upon its right.

Carth watched me, his face creeting expressions that have gone ever nameless.

When | had finished, | sat at the couch’s foot, upon my heds, as Khys preferred. | faced Carth, and
that spot between us where the dharen would come to be.

Carth read thoughts. | gave him, then, some to read.

“Edri L.

“Carth, if | am as little in your 9ght as | am in theirs, then surdy | can free the smdlness within to
work itswill.” | had considered, for his benefit, certainties | had about what would momentarily come to
be. | took satisfaction in his ashen face even asiit faded from view, replaced by Khys's form.

“Have you a message for me?’ he demanded of Carth with asperity.

“Yes, dharen.” Carth rose, suddenly awkward.

“You know it,” he said. Then: “The child is gone, none knowing whither. It was at the moment of
Gherein’s death, when dl were busy with its experience. It was not soon discovered, and longer was
taken inits reporting. Those who might be considered negligent are in holding—"

“Thereis no negligence” Khys broke in. “None are to be hdd to account for this. Carth, after dl |
have done with you, do you dill prgudge so blindly? Must there aways be a ready culprit a hand,
access ble? Who will hold the Wesathers to account? What sentence will you impose upon the wind from
the abyss? Can you contain crux in a band of restraint? Carth, | seek more from you than | can presently
find. | pray you, make yoursdf ready for the weight you will come to bear. | have no more time to cede
you. Get upon it!”

Carth hdf-ran from the room. | sat dazed, nearly drowned in the waves of hisindignation.

“You found it necessary to test out my truths upon the Ebvrasea. Did he uphold me?” He sought the
couch. At its sSide he stripped off his robe, garbing himsdf in those things | had selected.

“You know tha he did,” | sad softly. “Nothing may be changed.” He had told me Sereth and
Chayin awaited their moments. He knew them. He knew their sense of fitness. And he had spoken to me
of it, when | could not chase thoughts of them from my mind. And of how they regarded me, he had
gpoken. | had been loath to believe him. All had gone as Khys must have known it would. My
ambivaence rose within me, choking and sweet in my throat. He seemed loose, relaxed, his attention
upon hisfittings But | fdt him, searching.

“Does what you see please you?' | asked, my concern for him receding before hisintruson.

“You have your moments” he grunted. “It remains to be determined whether you can manage as
long a dring of them as the time demands. Do not fight so what rises within you. It may be dl you have
for sustenance soon enough.”

“Wha mean you?’

“Only that. Make ready.”

| set about it. “Do you want me as more than witness?’ | ventured.

“l cahnot say yet. If your Sre holds you as lightly as you hold your son, you may be in some smdl
danger. Keep your skillswdl about you. It could come to be that | am not avallable to ad you.” He took
seat upon the couch, then lay back. His molten eyes were digtant, further than the bronze cdling scales.
“Y ou should be prepared to make your way back done.”

“Do you crave release from your duties, to speak s07” | managed. My fingers upon the cloak fittings
had gone numb and stupid.

“Thereislittle danger of dtering thistime by an ill-gpoken word or two. Would that it were so Smple.
Crux obscures, has obscured, will obscure, those specific truths with which we are about to become
concerned. Most often, one may reach out beyond the point of blindness. | cannot make that connection.
From that | can suppose a number of things, but | will not. Leaveit at this | might win what | seek. | will
perhaps win other than what 1 seek. And | may trade for it what | have sought in the past. Or | may lose
outright. It is crux.”

“Have you a medting place in mind?’

“An encounter point has been determined between us” He pushed up on his ebows, His chin tucked
in. “If I should temporarily lose track of you, be assured that a my convenience | will again take you up.”



Helay back upon the couch once more. “You may go armed.”

| declined. | could find no sense in bearing stra into such a battle. | sought the parce that had been
delivered to me. Even with pelted cloak and leather and wool upon me, | was cold. | leaned there in the
wardrobe, my shoulder againg the smooth northern thala. 1t was the most familiar of colds. | wondered if
ever | would be without its portentous breath on my neck.

From behind, his arms encircled my waist. The strength of him, gathering for the moment, came clear.
His readiness was staggering. | twisted in his grasp, pressing againgt him.

He chuckled, holding me.

If he went s0 greatly armed and was il unsure, what smdl fraction of the necessary skills might |
bring to bear?

Inthat time | came again to meet my ambivaence, and with no success. He only ran his hands over
my back. He may have sought me, or the sort, or that which was about to commence. | know not. |
knew then only that | could not raise my hand againg him. Nor was it necessary. | had dready done dl
that was needed, merdly by being what | had been bred to be.

And Khys, who surdy knew, only pulled me closer. If | had been he, | would have killed me. But
therein perhaps lies the difference between the mae and the femae conception, that difference that was
made once and for dl understood to mein what was to follow. But not then did | know it, except in the
way that dl things, if only to themsdves, admit their angularity to be dependent upon the effluence of thar
$X.

Then | only stood passive with him, aroused but in no way wanting his use, my thought bounding
from him to Sereth to the cahndor and back like a bondrex in a Dritiran capture pit. The view from one
place was no less forbidding than from any other. It occurred to me that they might al kill each other and
leave mefree. | doubted that | would survive, upon the next thought, if such came to be the case.

“Khys” | whispered, “reassure me. This cddm you have demanded is as dusve as the sevenfold
Soirit.”

“About whom or what?’ he said. Because my cheek was pressed againg his lesther and my hair had
fdlen over my face, | could not see him. But his words gave message of thetiny quirking of hislips.

| stepped back from him as far as his arms alowed.

“That you will live long enough to give Sereth the satisfaction of destroying you,” | snapped, twisting
free of him. There was a time when he would have dropped me screaming to my knees for less. That
time was passed.

“l cannot,” said Khys levdly.

| stared at him, blinking angrily. My tears brought that smile upon him.

| whirled and shouldered by him into the keep proper. Out the doors and into the hdl | sumbled,
seeking composure and a moment’'s respite. Before the hulion tapestry | hated and awaited him. It
mattered not to me how the dharen ended. Or even if he did not. So | bespoke my heart. But my ears
heard the falsehood and regjected it.

By the time he collected me, | had regained a semblance of cam. But only that. He regarded me, his
eyes narrowed. He said nothing.

We walked the blue and green squares to the stairs and down them. | recdl every one. Clear and
sharp was the sngle path of crux. His grip light on my arm down the two flights, we wordlesdy traversed
the main hal.

In the audience room, upon the symbal that Khys shared with Edrazi and his Shaper kin and the
Mi'ygen children, he extended his hand. | took it, hisright in my left.

“Remember, mark you the route.”

With red cdm, that which attends me only upon such embarking, | promised to heed him. Upon the
spird, | fdt only joy that the waiting was over. We were about it. That which had been long coming to be
would stand revealed. It is never as torturous to do athing as await it, | thought.

Then | cleared my mind. His fingers between mine became a grid of light over my closed lids, hot and
great. Up the vans in my am went the poisoning of power, a voracious drug in search of my present.
There was athinning of flesh as the network of our sensory systems meshed. | fdt usrisng like my nerves



as they did glowing out upon my skin, dissolving it for leverage. And the bone within glows golden a
such times, when sending flashes red and seeks its macrokin spread dl inconcaivable across the faboric of
cregtion. Warp and woof, we became. Fully distended, | heard us whining wind we made over that
place where an indant’s stop is overlong. Then came out to greet us the beacon we had sought. Within
that redlm are creatures from whaose function Khys modeled the concept “sort.” And what do true sorters
(al widespread panicles of self-conscious community undulating multispectrum resonance) sort? Pregnant
time from dillborn, entropy in its thousand variations, naturd laws and travelers thereupon do they thrum
and shunt from one dternity to another. Upon another manifestation: Slver droplets heated molten, ever
running; mercury asplatter upon an ey€' s pupil. Third to the left, high in their ranks, an eye the sze of the
Opirian Sea determined our degtination. A hand better suited for rerouting cataclysm and pruning stars
came to enfold us. We lay a time in what was chasm and pam, creased. | looked up t it. It looked
down a me. The touch of Khys's being grew tenuous. | fought to retain it. The circuited tide received us
from that dipping hand. Tumbling, he grasped me. Eyes are never lost. Ours met. The father's fire of his
determination licked around me, and we ceased faling.

We did not bounce or roll. We were underpinned once more by world. Moigt turf, beneath. Stones
srewn beneath my buttocks. His hand had solid substance; fingers fleshed and of the shape and form
associated with such digits. | looked long at them, enfolding mine. The sky was not Mi’ysten sky.

It was not aland inhabited by such as Khys and mysdf. | did not need to search the sky, comb the
grass. My sendng gave me dgn. A young world it was. Or a very old one. There was no worm
burrowing this earth, nor bird to eat it. There was the rudling of leaves, the hiss and growl of wind. But
no insect clicked mandibles together. Then | sat up. Far across the greet rolling grassed plain was a ring
of trees, perfect and of a dark lush green. | saw not one weed or flower or fruit. The laws here, |
surmised, mugt be greetly different. One thinks of life sysems interwoven. Here the chain was ether
broken or the links not dl yet forged.

Khys's hand was restlessin mine. | thought to withdraw. He did not dlow it.

“Thisworld is untenanted but for us” So did he break avirgin slence.

| nodded, hestant 4ill to violate the peace. But it was upon me. “And what we do here sets
precedents.” | thus completed the firg interchange upon that world. Sequentid time as man knows it
might now begin, | thought, looking at that unseen sky, so vast and mighty. It had about it a blue tinge,
chilled ill further by a cool sun’slight.

“Do you think interchange is a precursor to evolutionary life?’ | asked him.

“It doubtless was the precursor, upon a more potent scale. | do not know. You think they would
attempt to bind us with such respongibility?’

He actudly asked me. The less-seeking light made him young, uncertain.

“I hope not,” | said, unwilling to dedl with my suspicions. Khys looked around him. He got to his feet
and scanned the great encirding stand of trees.

“That,” he said, “is north.”

“If itisyour will,” 1 said, dutifully fixing that which | had conceived as north as True Declared North.
“You have directions,” | postulated. Directions would have necessitated our declaring ourselves, we had
determined to traverse ground and make observationa decisons to get there?

“Edrazi,” | said, is canny. Mugt we traverse ground and make observationd decisons to get there?.
Can you not mind-seek them?’

“Seek yoursdlf. They are not yet present, nor do | expect them until we have gained the appointed
ground.”

“You know where thismight lead,” | warned.

A breeze came up and blew his hair, dull copper inthe dien light, over his eyes. He raised a hand to
brush it away. Here upon this world his skin had only the most modest glow upon it. Mine, | saw as |
examined my outstretched arm, hosted none at dl. | was further disguieted.

“We are naturd to this particular conception,” | sad to him. He had been rubbing his eyes. He
lowered his hand. His face was very grave.

“Whoever created this was familiar with us. Our arriva here was understood before the rock benegth



us cooled.” We agreed. The certainty within me grew. His eyes sparked. That, a least, was unchanged.

His left eyebrow rose. His nodtrils flared. “I had not considered this” he admitted.

“I mysdlf am only suspicioned. Let uswait, lest we bring it upon oursaves”

He reached down to me. | took his hand and by it gained my feet. | was light-headed, duggish. The
pul of the earth lay heavy upon me. Concerned, he noted it. His hands sought the sides of my throat, and
| was much strengthened.

“You should not have,” | objected, when | found mysdf with enough wit returned to redize whet he
hed done.

“I brought you here. | should have foreseen this. Let us get done and away. Third rock, south of east.
Can you wak?’

“Yes” The clouds were white with Senna tingang. The sky was bluer than M’ksakkan eyes. |
walked with him. It had been the journey that had weakened me, | told mysdf, that | might perhaps make
it so. If what Khys thought it ...

| found no further sucking away of my substance, upon the walk to third rock south of east. The sun
seemed to pardld our course. Not once did it move from above our heads. He squinted &t it on severd
occasions. Once he glowered up at it along time.

The quiet of such an untenanted world pressed in upon us. | looked around me at bounteous beauty
and wondered why the catalysts of life had not finished their 1abors. | knew, of course, the answer.

“Thereis no respite from one's own creations,” he reminded me,

“Of mysdf, | might say the sameto you,” | rgjoined.

“There” He pointed.

“What?" | saw raling ground only.

“Thefirg rock south of east,” he declared it.

“If itisyour will,” | said softly, trying to smile

A rivulet of sweat ran down the trough of my backbone.

We waked. The ground was rich and reslient, the grass so perfect that my feet thought it the most
eegant slken tapestry. Khys watched me as narrowly as the ground we covered.

Nightfal was athing of iths. There was hardly a sun’s set; a moment, a brief flame touch, and it weak
and cool; then a blackness diced asunder by a gleaming sword of stars. Stedl in mid-dtrike with the light
gparking off it was no denser then that swath of stars halving the night.

There was no moon.

“Think you there might be a moon another night?’ | asked him hopefully, after the firgt shock of dusk
hed passed.

“No,” he said, cam, implacable. “There is no moon. Upon this night or any other. Would you have
fire?” His hand sought the back of my neck. Hisfingers tightened there. | found | welcomed it.

“Yes, we have come too far for it to matter.”

| heard hislaugh as | kndt down in the grass. All was monochrome, noncommitta. Above me, he
was denser shadow, limned in pearly fog. He kndlt, haf-turned, to his firing. The Shaper’s sed upon the
cloak’s back flickered.

| closed my eyes and sent fervent plea to my father. | did not know what was right. | asked only
rightness. | might better have chosen.

Khys had his fire, hovering above a shdlow pit he had caused to be in the sward. It burned there
upon invisble fud. Hest and sort were unencumbered. None held limiting conception here. None but us.
What we could conceive, in this place, could come to be without the bending and gretching of naturd
law required to do such upon Sligra Khys, as he hested fire, further invested the time with dricture.
Before he and | there had been only the possibilities unrestricted. Less than an enth (which aso had never
been before we came to wak the earth) we had been here. In us, we carried the world we knew. And
upon a barely completed nature, we set a presupposed lawfulness. Wider, perhaps, than some others
might have been, but limiting.

The fire crackled merily upon its invigble logs, dl consuming, yet unconsummated. He sat
cross-legged, padms up in the firdight.



“How far are we from the third rock south of east?” | asked.

“About a man's length,” he informed me, gesturing to the left of the fire | squinted, but saw only
fire-deepened dark. | lay back upon the grass, watched the afterimege flameslick the sword of stars that
cut the night.

“Itisaworld of great beauty.”

“Thank you,” | said.

“It istempting in the extreme.”

“Doubtless it was meant to be” Even my building of it had been part of Estrazi’s conception. Thus
far, | had been careful. | had not hested, nor had | shaped; it was my intention that this remain so. | had
no desire to further entwine mysdf in the destiny of that world. | had promised once tha | would return
toit. | had not meant to keep that vow.

| saw two dtars detach themsdves from the sky, spewing long tails behind them as they sped
downward.

“They approach,” | said to him. He only nodded, his countenance adance with firdight.

Upon my left there was a breeze. It caressed my cheek, and | turned my head toward it. He sat
there, in that most degant mae-form he wesars, dark-cloaked.

Beside hm was Kydtrai, most beneficent of the fathers Khys's own dre. Fathers St not in darkness.
| had forgotten them. Perhaps mortd mind cannot hold such images without scaing down. The fathers
fire made jest of the flame before us.

“Edrazi,” | acknowledged him. His presence examined me. Tha compassionate mouth tightened.
Those eyes touched my flesh, and | was strengthened.

“Son of my brother, | am not pleased,” sad Edtrazi across me. Khys sat unmoving. He seemed not
awed. “Have you become 0 indrawn and eclectric that you fed the need to dter even my conception of
flesh asiit clothes irit?’ He raised his hand, only. The fire died.

Khys made a sound. | strained to see him. | saw firg a spird, scintillant, part-obscured. It was the
gze of my pam. Around it from the dark coalesced Khys's bared chest, his hand upon the dtered flesh. |
dug my fingersinto the turf. Harsh bregthing filled my ears. | could not take my eyes from the dharen, so
dill with that wild fear in his eyes. As he had marked me, so had Edtrazi emblazoned his flesh.

“One mug be willing to bear judgment as one metesit out,” sad Edtrazi. He lowered his hand into his
lap. | watched the bronze glow wash his skin, the currents of life clear in their flow. Truly, | had not
remembered him wel enough.

Kydtra, beside him, looked wordlesdy upon his own-spawned one. His concern was obvious. That
megnificent head thrugt forward, he gazed steadily upon his light-skinned offspring, asif by glare done he
could cleanse him free of flaw.

“Youmay speak,” sad father to son.

“Y ou have something of mine How may | regain it?” said Khys most softly. His pam 4ill lay upon
his breast. Through part-spread fingers, the Shaper’s device dlittered. Khys's eyes closed a moment. |
saw him, gtriker, struck with his own blow. It showed like a saw-edged daw in the ar, whirling around
and spinning back. He threw himsdf flat, ralling.

And then he sat again cross-legged upon my right as if he had never moved. His chest heaved, and
his pulse fought for exit at the base of his throat.

“Do not be absurd,” sad Edrazi, his anusement only touched with annoyance, “Shdl | show you
what might be decided here? You come before me with false assumptions. It is my pleasure to take my
inheritor and school him. | may aso extend that courtesy to his father.”

“Cdm yoursdf, Khys,” advised Kydtral. It was he for whom | fdt compassion, he whose spawn had
come o far to stand upon the edge of the abyss. Ther eyes met. “Why did you never seek me?’ spoke
Kystra in a voice like embers fading.

“I might ask the same of you,” said Khys hitterly.

“Isit not past time,” broke in Etrazi, “that you put away these repetitious exercises of children and
address yourf to the affars of adults?”’

Khys looked from his father, to mine, to me. And to Edtrazi again did his gaze return like some



hypnotized yit.

“This” said Edrazi, “could be yours” The fird among the Shapers raised his hand, and the world
around showed midday, and that midday teemed with life. And we sat overlooking a sea. “And this ...” |
saw what swam in that sea. “And this” he said, dissolving from beneath us the world upon which our
flesh had taken rest.

We depended, dl four, from nothing, at the center of a sphere defined by pinpricked turbulence, dl
colored. Through it the stars processed, leaving great trails of wake. Out from a common center,
greaming life, they rushed and bore us with them.

“Here)” sad Edrazi, “did we begin. Here will we never return, but by proxy.” | could not make sense
of my brain’simeaging. | closed my eyes, blocked out that madness. It could be | saw chaos there. | saw
what | could not see. “The child in question might, with the proper training, return word home.”

We sat again before the hollow that Khys had made for his fire, and that was there aso, its light
ydlow and puny with the fathers so near. “You could not have survived there longer.” It was to me
Edrazi spoke. | judged him saddened. He touched my arm. “Still seek you freedom from my work?” he
inquired.

“Yes” | sad, my eyes averted. “I need atime for reflection.” My mind told him what else my heart
craved, before | could slenceit. He kissed me atop the head.

“l can giveyau little respite,” he said. “And you may find it to be heavier upon you than my service. If
you find yoursdlf insuffidently bound, apprise me. | will st you to work.

Kysra stood now before Khys. He raised up his son. Khys rose but shrugged the hand away. |
watched, unbdieving, as Kystra heard from Khys dl manner of aorading without word or gesture. When
the son had run dry of words, the father again touched his shoulder. Khys turned away. His face, ful
reveded, was anvful to look upon.

“I will ill contest with you, if you so wishit, for the flesh child,” said Estrazi to him, stepping from my
sde. The bronze light flowed languorous after him as he moved. “I hate to waste you, after such lengthy
preparation, but | will give you that choice once again. Let me point out, before you answer, tha upon
your own world you have imposed on others the like judgment. We are better qudified than you to
attend the ingruction of such a child.”

With rage-contorted countenance did Khys regard Estrazi. For a moment | thought he would seek
his dissolution. He did not. His face took its normd semblance. With only the flaiing of nodrils and his
narrowed eyes did he gnd his wrath.

“l seek not your indruction. | seek it not for mysdlf, nor for my son. If | had sought, | would have
come here, long since. You st us into the time, disassociate us from the rest of crestion, uncaring.
Purpose notwithgtanding, who has right to suspend heritage and withhold knowledge? Must we make the
dimb, to prove a point? Because it is postulated by you that once such occurred, must we mimic your
trids?’

“You are not even close, abrasive adolescent, with those assumptions. We were not so lacking for
company that we sought to create oursalves anew in space and time. What you interpret as whim is the
learning process upon dl levels” Edrazi looked at Khys inquiringly. That one made no answer.

“The creator,” sad Edrazi patiently, “can never experience his own cregtion from within. If he is
potent, he may retain the experience of creetion ongoing. Bt life, as flesh, may not be experienced from
without. We sought, from the creatures of time and space, wha they may yet become: a more potent
crestor species capable of multiplicities of avareness.” Sill Khys made no reply.

“It is beautiful in your Sght, is it not?" Edrazi’s hand drew the world within its circle. Khys only
nodded. “I cannot know it. | am without. | may take flesh, but ill 1 know far too much of the workings
of redlity to become immersed in it. My daughter, here, sent to me a plea for rightness.” He turned upon
me.

“At tha moment, you declared yoursdf a creature of space and time. Committed you are, as never
before, to its laws. | had thought perhaps to take you from such lands, for you seemed not wel
integrated. But you have become s0.”

| stared at the ground, tearful for the chance lost. But it was not chastissment he spoke to me then.



Only in my conception was it interpreted as such.

“You make no such pleato me” He spoke to Khys. That one did not hestate upon the chance nor
fal to heed the warning.

“I make no such pleato you,” said Khys clearly.

Between them awhorl of ominous proportions took form.

Kydra stepped there. Within the counterstialking powers he came to stand, draght and severe,
where nothing of flesh or Snew could ever have stood.

“Khys” said he from the obscuring roils of battle, “I would not see this. Long you have labored in the
worlds of creation. Purpose did it serve, great and worthy if one might use your own scales to weigh it
upon. But here there are no such divisons in fitness. All isfit, within one context or another. Only that
which buildeth not change has censure here. The destroyer and the creator are one. The catayst both
disntegrates and recreates. By your efforts Slisdra saw much change. You have brought to be dl the
change your conception holds. You have reached a most untenable position. One can do anything but
perpetuate stasis. Thereisno holding that world to your conception. Upon what you gave them they have
built. They are in need of a new creator, one who has as his foundations that which you in your lengthy
lifetime built. Upon your works, that one will build that which you cannot yet concelve. Cede Sllidra, if
you love her. You stand obstacle in her path. All masters pass. The time is due for them to stand aone.
And for you to seek a broadening of your conception. And for a father to share the fruits of his days with
ason fit to be hisinheritor.” As he spoke those last words, the roil of contention dispersed.

Kystral, legs spread wide, faced his son.

“Hfteen lifetimes | have lived upon that world. Of me, | gave her rebirth.”

“None would take that from you,” said Edtrazi.

“Raet would have”

“Let us not speak of Raet,” commanded Kystrai, who had spawned him. “What rivdry exigs
between the Mi’ygten children and the Silistran children is not our affair.”

Khys laughed bitterly. His face was wdl known to me. He had found his stance. His decisons,
though not revealed, were made. Looking a him, | knew he courted the life right. Kinship | fdt to him,
upon thet redlization, and a deep respect. His eyes flicked over me, nating. 1 sought longer consultation.
He denied me.

“Send her back,” he bargained.

“Youwill remain?’ Edrazi queried him. “Without the distagteful dternatives?’

| recalled, horrifyingly redl, my timein the holding cubes upon Mi’ysten. Above and below and upon
dl sides had been others, destined to inhabit those clear prisons until certain observations had been made
of their behavior. Some of us, in those cubes, had learned a thing. | could have done without the
knowledge, at thet price. Khys partook of my thought. | was pleased | might give some smdl warning.

| had known. But | had not known how it would come to be. | bit my lips, recollecting the dream.
“Take them, the father and the son both,” | had said to Estrazi. Can one be responsible for one's dream?
| had warned him.

“Send her back,” Khys asked again of my father.

“Thisis not an unfit place for her,” Estrazi answered.

“If you speak in good faith, do it” Khys's eyes adjured me to absent mysdf. | dared not try that
returning aone.

“Khys” | pleaded, “do not make compromise upon my account.”

Edrazi stepped between us. “Daughter, | would speak with you done” And | saw Khys's mouth,
opening to speak, over Edtrazi’s shoulder. Then | saw him not, nor Kydtrai ether.

We stood in the perfect green wood, or another wood swathed in darkness.

He stood very ill, did my father. The bronze glow coming out from him lit the nearer trunks as if
thelr bark had been dipped in molten metdl.

Then he hdd out his ams to me. | took refuge in them. A time he stroked my hair. | pressed my
cheek againg his coal flesh and let my tears flow, unchecked.

“Shed no tears for that one” he said sernly. “He needs them not.”



| did not answer.

“Y ou found him unacceptable as a mate. Surdly it cannot concern you, what | choose to do with him.
Heisbadly in need of certain lessons, humility not the least of them.”

“Do not chastise him upon my account,” | begged.

“I will do what | have long intended,” said Estrazi in a tone that dlowed no answer. “What think you
of the progress we have made upon this sphere?”

| thought of the sun, which had followed us overhead, then dived a dizzying speed into the sea of
night. What rhythm had they imposed upon this world, thet it lay cooled and green so soon &fter its
inception?

“Isit truly that world which | started?’

“Itis. You did not have intention of completing it, | hope.”

“No,” | said, for | had not.

“As a sphere of holding for the dharen, it will do nicdly. Here he may learn his skills and make his
migtakes. Thereisafitness, | think, in deding with him thus.”

“He knows better than that.”

“I think not. He has made a start aready upon the shaping of this world. He will, with little else to do,
continue. And with each dteration he induces upon this nature will he be dill further bound.”

| shivered in Estrazi’s arms. Here was retribution. Not the puny sort | had conceived, but a just and
al-encompassing balance on the scales of power.

“And when he bresks those bonds?’

“Then he will be what he is destined to become. We will welcome him into the community for which
he pretends disdain, but in truth has long coveted. Then he will be ready. Now he is but a precocious
child with imagined grievances.”

| recollected the Stothric prediction concerning the days of judgment: “He who goeth fird to hisfdl
will come again, and be lagt.”

Edrazi brushed my hair from my shoulder. | fdt his cool touch upon the dharen’s device.

“Can you make me what | was? Will you remove from me this mark and the damage done me by
Khys and his minions?’

“I can. | will not. But I will return you to Slistra”

“Let me give tasato Khys. His afars are bardly ordered.”

“He has no Siligran affairs any longer. Thereis no need. Y ou will see him again.”

“And that other matter in which | sought your ad?’ | ventured.

“As you comport yoursalves, so will it go. | have, at this stage, no objection. But further use will |
make of you both. There can be no permanent exemption; your own natures will preclude it.” His face
came close to mine | drifted in his eyes, seeking underganding. | did not find it. But |1 found
acquiescence in mysdf.

He held me back from him. 1 thank you for the spawn of your womb,” he said formaly, in Mi’ysten.
“Be assured of the service you have rendered.”

“Do not send me back,” | pleaded, suddenly spinning in the uncongtrained time that devoured al else.

But it was late for such fears.

VII: Intothe Abyss

| retain a moment of it bearing witness to a light-rendered scene from Stothric tradition, wherein
Ambrae, having found Dyin, her true mae complement, and made that hermaphroditic match which
opens the pair to universa points of power, is taken by him to a sheer pinnacle overlooking the very
chasminwhich | floated.

“Hy with me” he proposed, his feet sraddling that great peak that obtrudes into eternity.

She peered about her into a place of cold and darkness. “I cannot. My dght is obscured,” she
demurred dlently, for her head was dl covered over with woolens to keep her eyes from the blinding
wind that sought to freeze them dead, and she could not open her mouth to speak.



“You mug find another way to see,” he indructed her, and cut away atiny hole in the glove she wore
S0 that the tip of her little finger lay exposed.

That being done, he then launched himsdf, and by his grip precipitated her dso into the abyss.

As Ambrae, in desperation, | conceived a way to sendtize tha part of me which did not normaly
see, but retain within its structure the capacity for seeing. As she changed a finger’s nal to an organ of
sght, thus surviving her mate's required test and teaching, so did I, amid harmonics ever forming,
recreate the progression home.

But in two respects my sojourn contradicted the mythological modd:

| was done.

And | was there overlong.

VIIl: The Passing of Khys

Upon the white walkways of the Lake of Horns | found mysdf, and they were red with blood. All
about me was the snort and squed of threx and the screams of men and women. The sky was
thunderous and dark.

A threx sped past me, throwing up clods of turf. To my right it passed. Then stopped, whirled
savagely around by its rider. | scrambled to my knees and ran. | ran past corpses and struggling knots of
men and women. | leaped a forereader, trussed Parset syle, wrists to ankles. Her eyes were wide. Her
mouth was gagged. More threx did | see, and more. Louder and louder grew the hooves behind me.

| wasin dght of the steps of the dharen’ s tower when the huija bit through my tunic and cloak. Thrice
it curled around me, imprisoning My arms at my sde with its fanged leather. | screamed, jerked off my
feet. For amoment | dangled in midair, the metd teeth of the huijabiting deep in my flesh. Then the rider
hed me.

His strong arms thrust me facedown across the threx's saddle. He jerked my wrists behind, bound
them, and disentangled the huija in a practiced motion. | moaned as its teeth, pulling away, lifted tiny
chunks of my flesh.

| sruggled to raise my head to him, to explan my identity. But the threx was running, bounding,
jumping. A hand at the amdl of my back steadied me as he jerked his beast right. Before my eyes, dl lay
reveded. Gasping breaths between the threx’s bounds, | tried to estimate their number. | made it wel
over athousand Parsets. My eslimate was later to prove low. Then it seemed very high.

My captor leaned low in the saddle and skewered a lake-born man. | saw surprised golden eyes.
Before knowledge came to him of his death, we were gone, seeking others. | saw a tiask, bent over a
trussed lake-born. What she paused to do with him there upon the fidd of battle that had been the placid
lakesde made me retch. The saddle grip dug into my stomach, refused me bresath.

The pedestrian lake-born defenders had no choice againg mounted Parsets. They seemed not to
know. My tears washed the vomit from my chin, and the dust and dirt from my eyes.

Up the great steps of the dharen’s tower and through the open doors did the threxman urge his
mount. Those steel-shod hooves threw sparks upon the archite and ornithdum. Its hooves reverberated
like kapurasin the vaulted hdl. Bodies adorned its length. | was sobbing, and | could not stop. Through
the halls the threxman raced his beast, killing whatever moved within his sght. Nor was he the only one.

In the seven-cornered audience room were Sx threxmen.

He who had me drew his mount up with theirs. It blew and heaved and shook spittle upon me. |
rased my head. The rider dapped me upon the buttocks. Further | squirmed, that | might get my rider’s
attention. He cuffed my head with his booted foot.

“Did you find them?’ | heard dimly.

“Not yet. Where sl | put thisone?’ said the voice of my rider.

“Is she marked?” Agan | tried to rise.

“l know naot.”

“Let mesee her”

Therider raised me up roughly, setting me before himin the saddle.



“Mease” | sad, before his hand covered my mouth. | bit it. He grunted and set about gagging me
with my hair. | wriggled from him. My eyes pleaded with the jiask who sat opposite us upon a brown
threx. The screams and sword sound and threx noise rang through the audience chamber. Behind the
threxman, the hangings had been torn from the window. Through it, | witnessed the efficiency with which
the Parset forces invested the Lake of Horns.

“Let me see her,” said the jiask upon the brown threx again, diding off his mount. Wadded hair was
forced into my mouth, bound with other locks behind my neck.

“Sheisming” growled the rider who held me. | heard the hiss of his blade as he drew it.

“If I am not mistaken,” said Laen gaesh Satemit, “she belongs to those we seek.”

“That one,” growled my captor, “would have worn only white. This one’—he demonstrated, ripping
from me cloak and tunic—"*wears legthers”

“Neverthdess” said Laen, his eyes crinkled with amusement, “she belongs to the cahndor and the
Ebvrasea” He noted upon me Khys's device. Nor did his eyes missmy chad, set with gol.

“If they live” growled the voice, even deeper. “And if you are not mistaken. All | want to know is
where | can leave her. | would pick some more of this lakeside fruit.”

Lden looked a me. He shrugged. | tried to speak.

He turned from me and walked to his threx. “She might know where they are” He grunted. “She
might be of some help. But put her in the undertunnd keep with the others. Number four keep. Down
three flights, Ieft at the turning.” He mounted his threx. “I think | might pick a few mysdf,” he said, and
urged his mount by that of my captor.

At the stra-doored stairway he was forced to dismount. We had seen no living thing in the hals, but
we had seen many that had once lived. He left the threx, pulling me down into his ams. | could only
implore him with my eyes. The soaking hair in my mouth threstened to choke me sensaless.

“Be dill,” he advised, as | writhed in his grasp. | was Hill. At the airs foot lay the guards of the
undertunnelsin their own blood.

A Dordassar jiask lounged againg the door of keep four.

“Did you mark her?’ he grumbled, surly at his ill-drawn duty. “I cannot keep track of them.” His
dark face bore a disgruntled frown. His membranes wavered, receded.

“I will know her,” said the jiask. “Lden says she might be the cahndor’s. | would not mark her until |
am sure sheisnot. Here” He handed me unceremonioudy into the guard’s arms. That one kicked open
the plank door with his foot. My captor’s face split in a grin, teeth showing bright in his dark-skinned
face.

Then he turned and ran up the steps two at atime. | raged and ydled around my gag of hair, but to
no avail.

“Quigt, little crdl,” the guard said, laying me among perhaps two yras of women. Some of those |
saw had marks such as | bore upon my own breast. | considered the refuge of madness. Crell, and crell,
and crdl again. He dropped me between two others and took up his stance outside the door.

It was long | lay there while the bettle raged above. Thrice men came with lake-born women they
hed clamed.

| struggled to free my wridts of the braided lesther that bound them. The Parset had known what he
was about. | could not even loosen the bite of that thong.

Lden, | thought, would surdy come. No maiter how he counted me, he did not hold Sereth, nor
Chayin, that low. And if they were those that remained unfound, my aid was needed. | screamed in
frugtration, and the sound was only muffled gurgle. How long atime | lay there, | know not. My wrigts
had ceased to fed, my fingers were no longer even cold when Lden brought a forereader to the holding
keep.

Without comment to the guard he stepped within. Then did he take his gol-knife and upon the trussed
forereader’ s bottom trace his Sgn. Hair-gagged and bound, she only shivered.

He sheathed his knife and looked around him, his prize at his feet.

| sruggled to my knees.

He ran a tanned hand through his blond hair and chuckled. Insolent, he came and stood before me.



He did not move to free me of my bonds.

“Know you the whereabouts of Sereth and the cahndor?’ he asked.

| made noises and nodded my head vigoroudy. Behind him, two jiasks, Smilaly laden with quivering
battle spail, entered. Both were familiar to me, though not well-known.

Lden turned away. The men compared their new crdls. | rose ungteadily to my fedt,

“A Menetpher took that one,” he said to them, pointing in my direction. | closed my eyes. Tears of
rdief squeezed through my tight-shut lids. “ She says she knows where the cahndor is”

“Do you believe crdls, Laen?’ spoke one who had been with us at the invesment of Well Adtria

“It might be alikdy chance” said Lden. “But | seek no confrontation with that Menetpher.”

“Let us free her tongue and see what waggles forth.” At my feet, a girl bound hand to ankle moaned
and turned, pulling her hair from under my foot.

That one came toward me, gol-knife drawn. Shaking my head, | backed from him, sumbling over
the limbs of a woman dumped dumbly againg the wal. He kicked her, on hisway to me. She did not
even notice.

With the gol-knife he cut the hair that bound my mouth. | closed my eyes, feding the short lock swing
free againg my cheek. His fingers sought the wadded mass between my teeth. At my throat lay the
gol-knife, in his other hand. “Do not bite,” he advised.

| spat, trying to rid my tongue of a strand that wound around it, dangled down my throat.

Laen gaesh Sratemit came to stand beside that other, his face expressonless.

“Know you where they have imprisoned the cahndor, crdl?” he asked me when | only stared back at
him.

“Have you not had enough amusement with me, Aje?’ | hissed, usng his crel name.

“Mihga” he retorted usng mine, “I have bardly started. Where are they?’

“Sereth, when lagt | knew, was in number thirty-four, this level. The cahndor isin the tower holding
keep, on the highest leve.” All three wheded and ran from the chamber.

| sank back upon the floor, my wrigts jerking their bonds. The guard peered within. He grumbled a
curse, that they had not gagged me.

| closed my eyes, that | might shut it dl out, the Parsets, the lake-born, the terrible culling in progress
around me. | had not used my skills upon the walkways. 1t had been too fast. And againg whom would |
have raised my hand? Againg Khys's people, or Chayin’s? But | had not thought of it then. More proof
of the conditioning to which Khys had subjected me. | fled in fear. From fear one can find no stable place
to make a stand. | had run from them in fear, as would have Khys's Edtri, who yet looked out through
my eyes.

| got to my feet, adecison upon me. | had cried and groveled and feared and been crdl since | had
become Khys's. No more would it be so. Before such as Laen | would not restrain my skills, in pursuit
of some unattainable fithess. With what little courage | could summon, | sought Sereth. | found him naot in
keep thirty-four, but another place. | turned my mind upon the leather that bound my wrists. Such are not
my strongest kills. | burned my wrigts, while a the weskening of that lesther. Mind sought to part it.
Precious iths were logt while | attained certainty. Fast attendant upon it came the parting of the thongs,
with the amdl of Snged hair.

| leaned againg the wall, my wrigts dill behind my back. With one | rubbed the other, until they once
more knew me. | remembered thinking that | should not mourn for the Lake of Horns. And | cdled dso
my own aitention to the moment. Upon action’s verge, | floated detached. This is now. It is red, |
reminded mysdf. Lose or gain, the moment rises.

Then | struck the guard from behind with a negtly turned turbulence the width of my arm. | pushed
away from thewdl and stepped over the lake-born women. Some had doubtless been Khys's. They lay,
and they did not beg to join me. Not one so much as raised a glowing head. | wished | could do the
same, for a moment, then struck the ambivaence savagely aside. My stroke, | determined, turning the
guard, had not been hard enough. He would, left to his own, regain consciousness momentarily. | sedated
him further.

Down the torch-lit corridor, | heard voices, echo-loud bootfalls.



| set off up the stairs, running. It would be Laen. If he gave me cause, | would kill him.

All of it, I reminded mysdf, upon the firgt landing. And | did use dl | had that day, and | used it as |
saw fit.

None chdlenged me at the stra door. The threx-men seemed nowhere about. | took narrow turnings,
ganed the back dars of tagrnite My senang was out, dways. | saw what occurred in the
seven-cornered hdl. | saw Laen, with the unconscious guard in the under-tunnels.

| smiled to mysdf upon the second-floor landing. | heard Jahell before my mind knew him. | did not
approach him, where he raged at his jiaskcahns. We would meet, soon enough.

| was chalenged, as | had expected, at the third-floor landing. Three lake-born held the entryway.
Thar minds touched me, drew back.

Show cause, they demanded. By that time they could see me. They asked no more, but parted. |
hardly marked them.

| hdf-ran that hdl to the dharen’s chambers, through the resting and the wounded that were strewn
like yrigtera pieces dong its length. All lake-born here. | saw few forereaders. There were, | noticed as |
cdled Carth’'s name in the enquieted corridor, no light-chalded men. What resided here was the
resstance | had not seen upon the walkways. No whorls of fire, no hovering swords of light had barred
Chayin'stiasks and jiasks from the Lake of Horns. Some of them, it seemed, had fought, after dl.

Some, | saw as Carth opened the double doors to admit me, had not. And then he pulled me roughly
within. | made no objection. |, as he, had heard the rumble of Parsets like arockfal upon the back dairs.
l, as he, had seen those scattered in the hdll rise and prepare.

Carth turned from the doors, pressing back againgt them, his hands 4ill dutching the bronze handles,
His dark face was care-clouded, his black curls light with dirt. His robe was ripped and iff with blood
a the left shoulder.

“Have you word from him? What am | supposed to do?’

“Cede the Lake of Horns. Khys attends the teachings of the fathers. A new time, and a new dharen
to attend it, will preside over the next sun’s riang.” Looking around the dharen’s quarters, | made them
thirty-three, not counting. Sereth and the cahndor. These had not met sted, or had met it so well as to be
unscathed. | recognized Khys's council members. | saw the blond arrar Ase, among what mugt have
been near dl of his brothers. They were slently, separately engaged. Unmoving, they were desperately
busy. They sat or leaned or stood like statues, each upon his hesting, removed from flesh. Intently absent
they were. The air pulsed and stung like hail-lightning.

| liked it not, this fighting in which they engaged. A man cannot forsake body for mind. In my Sght,
those men had a responsihility they were not discharging.

“Arethe arrars too precious to fight Parsets? What do you here, when the lakeside fdls about us?’ |
demanded, forgetting Sereth and Chayin, manacled together upon Khys's couch.

Most failed to even acknowledge me. Ase laughed. Carth forsook the doors and grabbed me by the
am.

“What say you, Carth?’ pressed the blond arrar, approaching. “Shdl we cede them the Lake of
Horns? Or those two?’ He thrugt his sneering face toward Sereth and Chayin, helpless upon their bdlies.
| then knew what they did here, the dite of the Lake of Horns. In Ase's glare and Carth’'s teciturnity |
read an argument ongoing.

Carth’s answer was drowned out by the firg shudder of the thda doors. From without, louder and
louder, came the pounding. The great doors shuddered. A dit appeared momentarily, and the flash of
gra. Splinters flew. Iniths the thala would be kindling as the jiasks hacked their way to ther imprisoned
cahndor.

| looked about me, at the lake-born.

The councilmen rose and came to Carth. Their faces glowed with ther blood and their sweat. And
yet the heat of a man embatitled | saw not, only a coldness. “No, Carth,” | disbdieved, when his mind
gave me trace of the councl’s intent. “Bargain with Jaheil! Y ou cannot—"

“Ase” Carth sad sharply. | backed from Ase toward the couch. The council joined hands. No word
was spoken. All about the room the arrars rose, ringing the council, swords drawn but loosdy hed. The



sword-battered doors rattled and shook.

Ase reached out. “Do not,” | advised. He grinned. | fdt the couch a the back of my knees. | met
Carth’s eyes just before he closed them, where he stood in the coundil circle.

As Ase grabbed for my wrigts, the screaming began, and a high crackling whine. | amdled the
pungency of burning flesh. And it was time. | let it come; the hdlway, and Jahell’s men screaming thar
retreat before the great fire the councl set there. From dl sdes the councdil’s whorls stalked the
entrapped Parsets.

At Ase'stouch, | was ready.

| sprawled back upon the coach, letting mysdf fdl. Off balance he was. | heard him grunt as | hit the
couch and the captives, while with dl my need and desperation | threw him into the mids of the
council-spawned flames in the hdlway. | saw him flicker. Then | smdled the hair and leather and flesh,
acrid, doyingly strong, and shielded my own eyes from the light. But | was not there; it was the arrar Ase
who screamed his desth denid amid the coundil’s work. With dl his skill he fought them, and they,
before their own, were of a sudden unsure. The flame thinned, and | took my chance. With Ase, |
reached for life. He sought return to the coundil ring. | aided him, that he might bring his dying rage back
upon them dl. Their flames accompanied him into the dharen’s keep, while they wavered, undecided.
Only that | did: guide their force back upon them. Ase's departing Spirit and their own agony did the rest.

In that indant, as the whorls homed in upon ther makers, | let go of them. And dived for Carth,
gock-dtill in the firg licking flames.

Carth | attacked with mind and body both, horrified in redization. | ran to him, uncaring of the
holocaust raging, throwing mysdf at his tranced form. And dragged him back as the conflagration, fueled
by the will of those who birthed it, grew; smoking, crackling, bright. Then dimmer, as the dying sought
reief. Sowly the great whorl died. Around it lay arrars. singed, burned, two missing limbs The doors
shook, dissolving. It rained black splinters and sawdust and a torrent of jiasks.

| hardly noticed. Through pain-dulled eyes | peered a him. Faintly, fantly resded spirit in the arrar
Carth. Jerking and dragging him across the mat, | recdl, and the steady stream of sobbing curses that
were mine and the terrible afterimage of the deanang firein my eyes. Closed or open, | saw it the same.
And little else. Fighting a glittered mig, | bent close over him, deadweight in my grasp. | thrust my face
closeto his and | knew | had not done well enough.

| looked up dully and saw the arrars dill able siting their swords againg the multitude. Stra clashed
ged. | bent over Carth, begging lifeforth. | had little to give, little to spare. | sought him. In repayment |
received a phantasmic breath, a sporadic wander of eyes under closed lids

| lay a moment, gaining strength, despondent, my face againg his and my hands upon his throat.
“Carth,” | demanded, sobbing, of his flaccid features, “do not die. | beseech you. Not yet.” | heard it,
and the succedent muiterings, but did not recognize the words as mine. | knew only that | dragged Carth
bardly before the tide of combatants.

| sought the couch. | sought Sereth and Chayin, who yet wore bands of restraint. “Carth,” | pleaded
as | crawled with him, halding him by the arms across my back, “Carth, live for me just this little while
longer.”

Ith-yearsit took to reach the couchside. He did thrice from my debilitated grasp as | pulled him up.
The arrars fought jiasks to my rear, thelr curses dream-growls in distended time. Sereth’s eyes met mine
above hisgag. | prayed and tried once more to raise Carth. His hands seemed too cool as | dragged his
torso up on the couch.

| scrambled atop Sereth’'s back, that | might have more leverage, tears streaming down my face.
Some sensdless stream of demands flowed forth from me while | formed Carth's fingers into the proper
pattern. As | dmog achieved it, he dipped out of reach. | put my ams around his hips and pulled his
inert form hdf over Sereth. | had, with that second try, success. Carth’s fingers, by my manipulation,
freed Sereth’s throat of restraint. The band, loosened, parted. | took a gulping breath. My knees around
the cahndor’s hips, | pulled Carth toward Chayin, across Sereth’s helpless back. Dread opposed me as |
fumbled with Carth’s hands. The thumbs must be together a a certain angle. | heard men sound. A
shadow fdl over us.



At that moment, Chayin's band relaxed. | tried to shake off the hand that came down hard upon my
shoulder.

“Edri,” said Jehell, seeking to lift me from them, “it is over.”

“The bandgl” | protested, sobbing, as hetried to drag me away. “You mug let me finish!”

Jahal released me. “I know nothing of bands,” he rasped, uncertain.

| threw mysdf upon Chayin, grabbing the loosened band from his throat. With trembling fingers |
closed it back on itsdf and threw it down. Then Sereth’s was in my hand, and it too | closed, harmless,
thet it might encircle only air.

They took Carth. | knew it only as his limp thigh was dragged from under me. | raged a Jahell, but
he would not hear me. | crouched there, hdf-crazed, threstening curses upon them if Carth did not
urvive.

Jahell, huger even than | had recalled him, loomed above. It was only as he helped me down from
where | huddled by Sereth and Chayin that | redlized the enormity of what | had done. He tried vdiantly,
as befitted the cahndor of Dordassa and co-cahndor of the Taken Lands, to keep his eyes from Khys's
device upon my breast. He could not do so.

“Keys” he snapped to the jiasks not occupied with corpse or prisoner. | took thought for Khys's
rusty mat, and its ruin. Then | laughed, and got Khys's own magter keys from his library, where they
were hidden with his charts and precious writings

“Get water,” | heard Jehel bark, as | turned from the library, diding the panel across until it locked.

“Whereis Carth?’ | demanded, handing the keys to him. “Do not lose them. They and they done are
theful set. There is only the set the dharen has, and these, which are complete” | saw Lden, who had
paused to extract information from a wounded arrar, rise up.

Jahall bent over the cahndor, fitting the keys until he found one which worked upon the lock’s fetters.
Lden gave his prisoner over to two jiasks and strode to the couch.

| took up a gol-knife that lay upon the mat. With it | freed them each in turn of the gags, ditting the
thongs and then pulling the soured packing out of their mouths.

A jiask handed me a southern water bladder. Under hiswatchful eye, | gave firg drink to Chayin.

The cahndor growled and spat. “Get away from mel” he ordered Jahel. “Attend Serethl” The
manades that had bound him clattered to the mat. | saw his diffness His hands had been long bound
behind. He raised himsdf dowly, every muscle of his dark frame draining. He reached toward me,
wordless, for the bladder. His hands, taking it, shook. His face was forbidding as he strove for command
of hisflesh. His dark eyes would not rdinquish their membranes’ protection. Unblinking, he stared a me.
| dared not look away. He drank, and the water spilled out, doshed by his muscles tetanus, and ran
down hisarms.

The dlence of the keep, as thick as befitted such a day when so many took up the chadra of the sail,
pressed in on my ears. Even Sereth’s low whispers, and Jaheil’s demands that he dtay dill, seemed
importunate.

| huddled there, only waiching, tremors as heavy dong my limbs as if | had been flesh-locked.
Chayin's eyes fastened upon me and held.

Sereth, grunting, ordered Jahell and Laen away from him. He would not lie there and let them knead
life back into his limbs. He hissed them away, rigng to his hands and knees, his head hanging low. Men
do not hed quickly in bands of restraint.

At Chayin's behest, | edged toward him, offering the bladder. Without looking up, he shook his
head.

| dared not force him. | implored the cahndor Slently.

Chayin turned upon the couch, wincng. “Drink, man,” Chayin urged, his long-fingered hands
denching up the slk.

“In amoment. Give me grace.” Sereth’s voice was loud as a wind-borne lesf dashed upon the grass.
He raised his head cautioudy, then sat back, steadying himsdf with Sraight arms.

Once more | sought to aid him, slent, the bladder in hand. His eyes would dlow no approach. With
agesture heindicated the couch’s head. | went and sat there, upon my heds, the bladder resting on my



thighs

“Jahal ...” | heard Chayin's voice, stronger. “Get you out of here. Surdly there must be more to
securing the Lake of Horns, Attend it. When | can walk upright as befits amean, | will join you.”

“Asyou wish it, Chayin,” grumbled Jahell. He and Lden exchanged glances. “1 will leave you Lden.”
He waved his men toward the doors, which were no longer. Those few jiasks dill in the keep hoisted up
thar wounded and |eft.

“No,” sad Chayin wearily to Jaheil. “There will be none here but us”

Jehall pulled upon his beard. His eyepatch wriggled with his brows. Then he shrugged, and took from
hisbelt asmdl pouch. He threw it to the ik near Chayin’s knee. “You heard him,” he said to Lden, who
yet hovered there. Laden took his leave.

“And you, too, brother,” said Chayin, implacable.

The cahndor of Dordassa walked dowly to the gaping hole that had been the doors.

“l am pleased to see that you live” rumbled Jahell. “Godhead is a burden in which few share
freternity.”

And he lumbered away. | heard him setting guards in the corridor.

Sereth tossed his head and crossed hislegs under him cautioudly.

Chayin tipped the uris pouch back, his eyes closed. By it he was greatly improved. His membranes
began to flicker, where before they had been full extended. They snapped a time across his eyes. He
grinned and handed the uris pouch to me. Hisfingers sought his throat. | recaled dl too wel what it had
been like.

“I told you to wear white upon you,” he disapproved, as| partook of the pouch.

“Upon the day of Sereth’s execution,” | said, my tongue at the pouch’s rim. | wondered how | had
lived without it. Then | handed it back.

“Thisis that day,” said Chayin. “It is Brinar third fourth. Where were you, that you know not the
date?’ His hand reached out, took hold of the short lock that hung upon my cheek.

“Where | was, | cannot tdl you. A place where five enths equd five Slisran days. But | wore white,
and one of Menetph ripped it from me. And that lock of har | an missng was shorn by aNemars. Laen
of Stra, who did not aid me, | would see disciplined.”

Chayin laughed. “'Y ou would discipline a men for that? Little crel, | wanted you in white so that none
would daim you. It seemed safe enough to me in the undertunnels. You should have stayed there. We
would have triumphed without your aid.”

| pulled my hair from his grasp, flushed, furious. | said nothing. | had adjudged the sgns upon them.
They prepared for battle. Chayin was acerbic, disant. Sereth had upon him the look of a man who will
not be touched. | shook my head, uncomprehending. It was Brinar third fourth. Edtrazi’s humor,
perhaps? The uris sang within me.

Sereth drew up one leg, rubbed his caf. He looked a me from under the mass of his blooded, filthy
hair. Long did he assess me. | did not mistake him. He considered my worth. | longed to touch him, give
of my strength, tend his wounds.

“Get what weapons there are here,” he said. “Bring them to me.”

“Chayin, give me that.” And he held his hand out to the cahndor.

That hand, as he hdd it there, trembled. Yet | knew him stronger. No longer was he banded. It
seemed to me | saw the bruises on his skin fading as he worked within. But his hand shook, as he
received the uris from Chayin. And in touching that pouch to his lips, Sereth amended his longstanding
custom. Never had he used it, indl the time | had known him.

| got them the weapons; dl that | had procured from the fitter, and two blades of Khys's. While |
fetched them, | worried the implications of their manner. Chayin would not miss it if | sought within him.
Sereth was inaccessible behind his shidd.

When | brought the arms before them, Chayin had his hands upon Sereth’s back. With each other,
they shared strength.

| spread the tas, exposing what blades | had chosen, and added to them what | had taken of Khys's.

Sereth, after amomentary hesitation, took that blade | had blooded, that one | had worn into his cell.



“Thet isthe one | had meant for you,” | said softly.

A tiny humor came over him as he regppraised it. “It is near the weight | favor. Let us hope it is near
enough.” Still did he have that isolate bearing. | had seen it before on him—upon the kill. From it | sat
back.

“Chayin, what rises?’ | demanded in awhisper as Sereth got up from couch to try the blade and his
limbs

But Chayin did not answer. Then he, too, was standing. | found mysdf, in my turn, shocked to my
feet.

Khys weaved, legs spread wide, upon the rust-toned mat. The spird Edrazi had put upon his chest
glittered mdevolently. He had logt dl but chald. Upon the left Sde of his face, and in a strip down his
chest, great chunks of the flame glow that once lurked ever about him had been torn away. The dull and
darkened skin, exposed, seemed to shrink from the air. His eyes were gleaming dits. From out of that
countenance blazed such anguish and fury that | moaned and shrank back. Chayin took mein his ams
and from behind. He put his hand over my mouth, even as the dharen’ s name escaped my lips.

“Sereth.”

“Khys”

“Thought you | would quit the Lake of Horns?’

“Never for a moment.”

“Do you hold stra by reason of choice?’

“It is the weapon with which | would meet you.”

| opened my eyes.

“Thet choice | have ceded you,” agreed Khys, his stance firm. But | knew him, and what was meant
by the ridges upon hisjaw and neck, by his knotted belly. And tears rolled out of my eyes onto Chayin's
hend as he crossed the mat. Sowly and with great dignity Khys approached, to take up the chosen
wespon.

Sereth threw his head, his eyes narrowed. He stared a Khys's back, his wrig and forearm of ther
own accord making ready.

Khys, as | had known he would, chose the chased blade, its hilt a sngle fire gem, which bore the sed
of his own skin mimicked. When he raised up, his glance did by me. Sickened by what the fathers had
wrought, | was. And he knew. He touched gaze and mind to Chayin's. They communed a time, and
whileit occurred, the cahndor’s every sinew pulled tight againgt my back.

“I will give you quarter,” said Khys, turning around to Sereth.

“I will give you quarter,” Sereth rgjoined, his crouch beying his words.

“For the Lake of Horns, if you wish. For dl of Sligra”

“l can put nothing againgt that but my life”

“It is enough. Witnesses have heard it.”

| moaned under Chayin's hand and wriggled. He did his other arm around my waist.

They stalked.

They circled, and as they did so found that infirmity had evened the odds between them. | saw it
clear, in Khys's uncertain advantage, and in Sereth, who dipped ever out of contest. | threw mysdf hard
agang the cahndor’ s imprisoning grasp.

“Hush, crdl,” he whispered. “We will know your new master soon enough.”

At firg it seemed no battle of mind between them. Even the dash of stra was sporadic. They il
tested, limbering, each awaiting his body’s own sgns.

Through blurred eyes | saw Khys's fird strong pass—a dash across Sereth’'s chest. And sobs
racked me, that these two had come to contest. The wound seemed to wake Sereth, to free him, asif he
hed been elsewhere. He shook his head. He reached, and connected with a side cut to Khys's neck;
unexpected upstroke, a hair’s breadth from death cuit.

Khys stepped back. The blood raced in a dozen streams, eager, down his chest. The shock of the
cut, the burning, coupled with surprise a his own fragile, fickle flesh, came fird. Life right warred with
honor within him. It consumed his shidd, pouring over me, freezing my tears. He noted. He could no



longer afford attention to shielding, not even for privacy. Victory, cold, bitter triumph that his body would
not understand, flooded him while his physica form poised shocked and shivering upon the edge of the
abyss. He sorrowed, momentarily, that he had no time to explain to it, that collection of muscle and nerve
that demanded to survive, tha he had sold the years it hdd yet banked within for this moment, for
freedom from dl detested manipulation, for an act and consequence soldly of himsdf. Poised there, by his
will, he laughed through the waves of anguish and loss and his body’ s terror that he would no longer heed
its needs. He laughed again, redizing that at this moment, which he had chosen, even such an €oquent
datement of fully actudized will became as nothing, for where he went no fathers reigned, nor sdf
recaled. Freed of them, and even his mind's craven judgment of the precipitousness of his fally, dl that
remained was the act itsdf. He strove desperatdly to retake control of his fear, grinding his teeth together
to dill their chatter. For out of presage came an awful foreboding, aterrible yavning chasm of posshility:
thet even thiswould be denied him, thet this death toward which hislife had |abored would be aborted.

With an effort of will that had me lunging mindless againgt Chayin's restraining arms, he closed with
Sereth. Out of the sharper weapon of turmail, wielded by inductable decision, he thrug.

Sereth met him. Sparks rained as the dharen’s edge rode grating to Sereth’s hilt. They hugged close,
blades between them. | could not adjudgeit.

They disengaged, closed again as if a wave thrust them asunder, swels dashing them together in its
wake.

Ah, Khys was eager. He welcomed Sereth againg him like some long-lost lover. Now, upon this
moment! He begged it of the time, demanding, afraid he could no longer hold firm before his body’s lugt
for life. | fdt the cold burn of the blades agang my own breast; and a hesat, blinding, borne on a rushing
dgh that lasted forever in that convulsve moment when point impaled heart. The muscular contraction
caused the blade to scrape between two ribs. Reief flooded him. It was done.

Then they backed from each other, facing off. Khys's fingers, about the blade which pierced the
spird on his breast, did not fed the blood beneath them. He coughed, and choked, swdlowing hard. He
tasted metd, and salt, and success.

Sereth's chest heaved, and swesat poured down his spine, rode the ridges of draining muscles,
gleaming. That, only, | saw. But it was not dght that mattered then. | fdt the sharp, clear hest, then
vertigo, then rgoicing thet it was dl so eadly accomplished. The pain receded, and Sght and sound took
on a different hue. Khys fdt his legs, trembling, fall him, and a far-off thud as his distant, numbed flesh
gruck the mai—

Upon gasps of anguish, | merged with him, freed of tears a cessation of pulang, of find, sweet
regard for those things left undone. Then even the victory evanesced, leaving only a last wonder as to
what it had meant. He could bardly fed his body fluids, draining, though a detached part of his mind
bespoke the progress of his degth, chronicling, one at a time, the falure of those systems that had long
been the sum total of hisworld.

The grains that prickled his vison spread, multiplied, became dl colors. A wind whirled him up and
avay.

He saw us, and Sereth, arm with upraised blade wavering, from a place above and behind the flesh
he had known. Tenderly he bade farewdl to it, the form that had so long and well served him. He knew a
fant, anking tingle, one last shiver of spasm dong nerves he would never again command. Its counterpart
trilled through his mind, atardy qualing before the immutahility he faced. This decison, made, could not
be recalled, nor rethought, nor even recollected. He reached out tentetively for his body sprawled upon
the mat. His attempt to move it from where it lay impaed upon his own blade, to see once more through
the eyes of flesh, falled totaly. He could not remember those skills, once employed without even need for
thought.

And then that thickened dark birthed a new cataclysam of light, and from that beckoning change came
ameody he must needs follow.

As he grained to find away through dl the codescing beauty around him, aform which he firg knew
to be friend, then to be a woman, long passed and longer mourned, extended her hand to him. As he
took it, a sound like shining attracted his attention to a door he had not before seen. Their hands met.



Sereth stepped from my view.

Khyslay crumpled smal upon the mat, deflated, his body fluids a red pool dl about. From out of the
Shaper’s sed, Sereth drew the dharen’s sword, around which his life dill bubbled forth in lesser and
lesser spurts.

His eyes were closed.

| bit Chayin’s hand, grieving.

Sereth paused a moment, then retreated. And again advanced. To stop as if frozen in flesh lock,
though his next stroke would have been fit and merciful.

Edrazi manifested there, sanding bronze and incontestable, his great arms folded over his chest. Not
snce my conception had the Shaper come among Silistrans, and before that not for two thousand years.

Sereth retreated another pace. There he halted, and dropped his blade, and the dahren’s, before my
father' s feet. His hands found his hips, curled into figs.

Edrazi surveyed us, and Khys upon the mat. “I will take him,” said my father, his cauldron eyes
compassionate. He gathered Khys up in his arms. The dharen’s blood rolled down Shaper flesh. Like
some child, Egtrazi held him, his hand covering the sedl he had put upon Khys's chest, and the wound it
hosted. Khys's limbs dangled, swaying gently, his form limp and unknowing.

“He has |€ft you no easy legacy, flesh son,” spoke Edrazi to Sereth. The flame tongues over his dark
form seemed to thicken, to envelop Khys. “You have in the past wdl served me” So did Edraz
acknowledge Sereth, who had not moved.

“If agan you use me” sad Sereth in his most quiet voice, “1 would gppreciate being informed
beforehand.”

“Then,” dlowed Edtrazi, his form engulfed in the crucible of creetion, “1 will inform you.” The wave of
his words hung in the air. He was gone. He had Ieft without word to me, his daughter.

| X: TheLaw Within

“For the Lake of Horns,” whispered Sereth, hdf to himsdf. Upon the mat where Khys had been lay
dark gtains. Among them, gleaming wetly, lay the dharen’s chald.

He waked there, his stride dow and ddliberate. Before it, he squatted down, a hand out to steady his
weight. He took up the chad and ran it through his figs He said a thing, too low for us to hear, and
tossed his head.

He brought it with him to where we 4ill knelt, and sat himsdf down.

“Fnd work to do, or | will assgn you some,” cdled Chayin, his head twisted around. Only then did |
turn and see the dlent jiasks crowding the hole where the doors had been.

The cahndor rubbed his neck. He regarded Sereth and the chad atime.

“Witnesses have heard it.” He bespoke it as lagt.

“Think you it was dill histo give?’

“In deed and truth, it was his. And a gift he made of it to you.”

Sereth, for the firg time, raised his head to us. | saw two things unexpected: tears and anger. “1 want
no rule over men. All my life, men have sought to rule me. The law within is enough bondage for any

“Itisyour chadra” said Chayin pointedly,

He looked down &t the greet chald of Slistra and back at Chayin. The wound on his chest rolled one
lest tear of blood.

“You know what | wanted. You stalked it for me. What there isleft of that dream, | will take. And |
would get out with her, out of the lands of men.”

“What will you do?’ asked Chayin gruffly.

“Hunt, perhaps. | know not.”

The grief that shrouded Sereth then made me rock back and forth upon my knees. Bardly could |
withgand the impulse to keen. His eyes went over me, in great detall, as if findly he could fill his hunger



replete. When his gaze met mine, | could not name the emation there, for it was spawned of owkahen,
and what it had done to us.

“Itismy father’'ssgn,” | offered, very low, not wavering.

“It is not the marking of the flesh but the marking of the pirit that concerns me” He rose up.
Glowering, he snapped hisfingers. | did for im what he required, as | had for Khys so many times.

“Sheistruly crel,” said Chayin. | saw nathing but the hair falen around my face.

“Itisnot that. It isthat she learned it at another’s hand, and to a different taste. Rise up.”

| did so, woodenly. He was grinning. He pulled me close. It seemed he touched every part of me,
rescquainting himsdf. | protested.

Abruptly he soun me toward the cahndor.

“See for yoursdf,” said Sereth to Chayin.

| endured the cahndor’s probing, until 1 could not. Then | struck out with mind violence, dl | could
command. Without even a hestation in what dse he did, he parried the blow. “Do not ... No longer can
you hold that above us. At my convenience, | will take reparation from you upon this account.” His dark
eyes had no hint of film.

He pushed me from him. | stumbled, caught mysdf, straightened, hdfway between them. | saw
Sereth’s eyes, hard and resentful. But | had seen what else lurked there. | tore my har from my face,
squared my shoulders under his scrutiny.

“She called Khys's name when he and | faced each other,” Sereth said to Chayin.

“Crels and owners—thus it often is with them. If she had been less to him, she would be less to
you,” opined the cahndor. | heard jiasks, sharp laughter in the hdlway. “But she was not obedient when |
bade her stay her hand from these effars”

“Shdl we take that chad off her?” Sereth suggested.

“Immediately,” the cahndor agreed.

They cut it from me. | did not object. It was of no vadue to me. My mind was full of them, and what
they were, and the rightness of Khys's predictions as regards them. Though | looked at Sereth, dl my
love offered up with my eyes, | said nothing. | was his—a spail of the circle, crdl, whatever he chose.
That which had driven him to contest with Khys dill raged in him. He would vent his anger on me,
doubtless. | stood very 4ill, pliant, that | might not worsen his temper.

| recled atime | had seen Sereth and the cahndor maich blades. They had been only working their
skills With weapons, | had never seen better. They were, perhaps, the best on Silisra. And | considered
Khys, who had gone againgt Sereth with sword. Knowing his skill, Khys had fought him. And it had not
been as other times | had seen Sereth widd stra. There had been no skittering of Khys's blade from his
grasp upon the firg or second stroke. Khys had chosen his successor. Edrazi had ratified the choice.
And Sereth stood regarding me from under his blood-matted hair, thinking.

“Tdl me of your abduction,” he ordered.

“Do s0,” added Chayin from the dcove window.

| thought of what concerned me, and | thought of something ese. “Sereth, what choice will you
make? | care not about the rest. My father and Khys both meant Siligra for your hands. Who will take it
up? Chayin cannot, ese he be ever engaged in riding around the perimeters of his holdings” Parsets
believe tha to own a thing, one must make use of it.

“Tdl me of your abduction,” repeated Sereth very quietly, approaching.

“Ask Ddlin, who was there with me. Or M’tras, whose work it was.”

| retreated a step, hdted, hopeless. He took hold of my shoulders. “Edtri, a moon's rigng you are
going to wish Khys yet ruled at the Lake of Horns”

His fingers dug in my flesh. “Sereth,” | whispered. “Go into the prisons. See Ddlin and M’tras, in
keep twelve. Hear whet they have to say. See the others, the killing, the carnage. Then tdl me again that
we will hunt, away from the lands of men.”

“I will tdl you again. We will hunt.” But he stuffed Khys's chad in his breech.

Chayin forsook the dcove in a flurry of cushions. His countenance was grim. “Let us go and see
Ddlin and this other. She is, after dl, her father’s daughter. Though crell, of course” His eyes, touching



mine, softened.

“That is precisdy the problem. But we will go.” He took up the fdlen swords from the mat. Khys's
blade he tossed to Chayin, who found its shesth among the weapons upon the couch.

| followed the cahndor, thinking of the light blade. He put his am around my shoulders. “You are
superb,” he whispered, then released me. | backed from him, into Sereth. | shook my head, turning
away. But | should have known that Chayin saw. He, too, had been with Sereth at the sack of Adria
He, aswdl as |, knew Sereth. Those three words sustained me, upon our foray through the hdls to the
undertunnels, past the groaning and the maimed and those who could groan no longer, those to whom
bodily ills were not pertinent any longer.

We went the route of Sereth’s choosing, down the front stairs and through the man hdls As we
proceeded through that Parset daughter, his brow grew furrowed and his hand sought frequent
communion with his hilt. Thrice he stopped and examined men Ift in the hdls, those Jahel’s Parsets had
adjudged no further threat. One man he dew. The second was dead. The third he hoisted upon his
shoulders and carried into the seven-cornered chamber, in which the Parset wounded and some few
prisoners lay. With a forereader who had been freed to serve, he left ingructions.

As he turned back to us, a banded woman was carried in. A blade had pierced her through.

Chayin stopped the man who bore her; Sereth strode close, his carriage ominous. The man explained
that the woman had thrown hersdf upon his blade. His tone was one of amazement. Sereth bade him put
her down. He kndlt close to her, spoke very low. Her lids flickered and opened. She managed some soft
words upon her deeth breath.

Sereth sraightened. He took my arm and led me to the door. The cahndor stayed a moment, then
followed.

“The man who put her in restraint was dead, dain before her eyes. She had no wish to live that way.”
It was Chayin who informed me, when he gained my side. Sereth was far from the lands of speech.

“Speak to me of those we seek,” proposed Chayin, as we passed the barred gate. Sereth would
take us through the maze that ended with the high-numbered cdls. Upon that way, there would be
auffident time for him to think whatever thoughts he might choose.

“Only will I say to you that they mugt not be harmed. Khys put M’tras life into my hands for
safe-keeping. Since | can no longer keep him, it fals to you both. He isto be taken to the plain of Adtria
There hewill find his helsar. Ddllin dso isto take a hdsar.”

“Do not speak to me of Khys swill, Edtri. Not just yet.” And Sereth’s tone kept me mute the whole
way through those extengve passages. We saw, as we had above, jiasks and tiasks. | wondered at this,
when thefirg group of five chalenged us, but then | recaled Chayin's knowledge of the Lake of Horns.
Maps can be made. Directions are eeslly passed from one hand to another. | had drawn a threxman
upon the shores of which none are empowered to speak. Chayin had assured me of his safety, whilein
the tower holding keep. Khys had spoken of rebellious tiasksin the south.

We were gpproaching the cdl corridors when it came clear to me, and | risked an inquiry.

“l had heard thet there was great unrest in the south, that the tiasks roamed the lands in gangs. And
yet | see tiasks wherever | look. Have you come to terms with the rebels' |eader, cahndor?’

Hislaugh rang out and back from the taernite. His white teeth gleamed in the torch flame. “The leader
of the rebdlion. Y es, you might say | came to terms with him. You see, he had access to my most secret
thoughts. My most devious plans were dways shown to him. Whatever steps | took to qudl the tiasks,
he was dways an enth before me. More and more yras of jiasks did | send &fter the renegade tiasks. |
but drove them farther north.”

“And when they were in the northwest,” interjected Sereth, “Chayin had no longer need to make war
upon himsdf.”

We turned down that taernite undertunned, torchlit, rank with mold and seepage, in which the dharen
bred yits and incarcerated evildoers.

“How did you get the fasehood past Khys?’ | wondered.

“It was no fasehood. The rebdlion was red enough, only was it mine. | but stayed a my hest. Crux
did the rest.”



“You used me againg him,” | accused. Chayin had told me twisted truths, that Khys might take them
from my mind.

“He used you againg us” Sereth said, his eyes upon the cdlls, each as we passed it.

Man sound came to us from somewhere down the shadowy hall.

Keep number thirty-four lay open. Aswe passed it, Chayin spoke of what concerned him.

“l have paid highly for this domain you spurn,” he said, toneless, to Sereth. “When | conceived this
invesment, after returning to the south from my helsar training, it seemed meet. | thought then thet | had
not given you couch-gift. It seemed fitting at the time. | would have avenged mysdf upon him then if
neither of you lived. | am not one to judge men, other than mysdf.”

Sereth stopped inthe hdl. “1 do not take your meaning.”

“We are dl very different from what we were. | seein that difference a sameness. If you will not have
the Lake of Horns, that is your afar.” They stood opposite each other in the hdl. Then Chayin
purpossfully moved to Sereth’s side. “Come back with me into the south. Roam the Taken Lands.
Regent for me—dl| that ismineis yours. Or raise threx upon Mount Opir. The grassis good there.”

“Yes, the grass is good there” said Sereth quigtly. They embraced, and | turned away. From the
low-numbered cdls, jiasks advanced in a group. Before each cdl they paused, opened, inspected.

And | knew that he considered it, as did I, and that such a move would sate the heart and salve the
goirit in each of us. A part of me screamed slent assent, but | could not force the words out. His
decison, and hisaone, it was. And from that decison would spring dl that might be seen when the crux
time cleared away. | had done my part—I had brought him here.

We met the knot of jiasks before keep twelve.

Among them was the Menetpher who had taken me. | grinned & him, safe between the cahndor and
Sereth. He grinned back. My fingers found the tiny holes the huija had chewed from my upper arms.
They were quiet, awaiting Chayin's word.

He gave it. He bade them find dl those who bore bands of restraint and put them together. The cdl
checks, he assured them, could wait. From their leader he got the keys. And Jahell, he ordered them
seek, and invite to the dharen’s keep at sun’'s set. Also he inquired of them about hulions. None had seen
even asngle one of the great winged carnivores. Hulions favorite food is threx. He Sngled out that man
who had firg taken me, and another, and bade them organize a watch for the beasts. The men, dismissed
to thelr tasks, scattered.

As Chayin chose a key and tried it, Sereth bade him not fret over hulions

Chayin grunted, his shoulder to the warped door. The swollen wood protested its way across the
sone.

Ddlin and M’tras sat as far from the door as they could, huddled together under the gdlery's
shadow, againg the wall. Their frames showed some Sgns of cursory interrogetion, Parset style.

| looked up at the gdlery. None stood there. But there was a razor-moon upon the stone, one edge
dulled reddish brown. | got it from Dellin'smind, even as Sereth took up the weapons, as he scrutinized
them, where they sat watching. Jiasks, three, had taken time for ogri-anra, a target game played with
razor-moons by men with the skill to make them return to hand after they are cast. In these close
quarters, the game had been a true test of kill, with Ddlin and M’ tras the live targets. The flesh wound
M’ tras had sustained lay upon hisright thigh. That had been after they had been questioned.

Neither man moved. Thar eyes lay upon us. They did not cower or plead or accuse or resst. They
awaited.

By M’tras’ side, upon the stone, lay two ors. One was open.

Sereth squatted down before them, spinning the razor-moon absently. Ddlin stared from the cahndor
to Sereth, to me. He thought of what we had done to him, when lagt the three of us had held his person.
His eyes locked upon the cahndor with such abject terror that Chayin amiled. M’tras just observed. He
did not know enough to be frightened.

The cahndor leaned againg the curving wal. Sereth called me, and | went to his side.

“Edri tdlsme” he said to Ddlin, “that you were with her when she was removed from the Lake of
Horns. Chayin seeks vengeance for the murder of his couch-mate. | seek some reason to keep you from



his hands. If you have any suggestions upon this matter, | will hear them.”

Chayin growled something unintdligible and shifted his stance againg the wall. | amiled a M’tras
encouragingly. Ddlin closed his eyes and said nothing.

Chayin leaned over and spoke in his ear. He shivered. Then he told dl he knew of what had taken
place: of Khys's appearance before him, his flight from the dharen’s wrath, M’tras’ plan to destroy the
hides, the crippling of the ship upon the sphere of restraint that now encircled Silistra That point, and
what Khys had done with the crew of the Oniar-M, and with the ship itsdlf, took Sereth’s interest.

“Chayin,” he interrupted Ddlin’'steling, “it seems that we will indeed hunt, and together. | have long
desired to see what rises across the Embrodming.”

“I would welcome your sword. Though it lies heavy upon me, | mus discharge my obligation to
Liumds shade.” That kill amile flashed over him, a moment out of hiding. | thought of Khys's words to
the M’ ksakkans when he released them into the wilderness, that Chayin would doubtless come to hunt
them.

Sereth turned back to Ddlin. “Are you tdling me we are rid of M’ ksakka and her confederates?’

“All'l know is what he told me. Our people had a set to get off-planet. At the end of that time, the
barrier became impenetrable from within, as wel as without. If it is true, you are by now looking a the
last two off-worlders upon Silisra”

“And why did he make you the exception?” snarled Chayin.

“I have no idea,” said Ddlin.

“He wanted them to take hdsars,” | supplied. “Ddlin’'s undle became M’ ksakka s adjuster when you
killed Mossennen.” It was to Sereth | spoke as the pieces fit together in my mind. “He wanted them to
remain here until they had mastered sufficient skills of mind to return to their own planets. They are both
high on their worlds, Ddlin by blood, M’tras by skills. They are his envoys, the ongoing perpetrators of
his hests upon the time. Look at the hesting text. It is for such as M’tras it was written. In time they will
bear Khys s works home with them.”

M’ tras, hearing this, sat forward, his hand upon the ors by hissde. He shook his head vidently, as if
his ears had taken water.

“Edri,” warned Sereth, “I have told you once: Khys's wishes do not concern me” Thereupon,
Sereth found M’tras of interest. “Y ou seem no M’ ksakkan,” he remarked. “What is your world?’

“Yhrillya”

“And how do you find Siligtra?’ Chayin aso spoke to him.

“Inhospitable” M’tras said, his black-ringed eyes, circled with bruise, steady.

“You are chddless” Chayin observed. “When spesking to chaded, it is cusomary to indude some
form of title or name” He drummed his fingers upon the fire-gem hilt of the blade that had been the
dharen’s.

“But tdl me the proper form of address, and | will use it,” said M’tras carefully in his dilted Silistran.
| knew then that Chayin, for whatever reason, would not kill him.

Chayin, most pleasantly consdering the circumstances, gave histitles.

| shifted beside Sereth, recdling what M’ tras had done to me.

At their bidding, M’tras told them what he had done. He told it well, with the directness of a man
who takes pride in his craft. How he had come to be upon the commisson, he did not explain. But dl
ese hetold them, even tha | had seemed to hm amdl in the hips.

Sereth, a the last comment, laughed. | stared a him, that off-worlder in whom Sereth had taken
interest.

“I have your ijiyr,” | said softly to M’tras. “If you would ever regain it, watch your tongue.”

Perhaps Sereth and Chayin sensed some obscure shlingship with M’tras. | found in mysdf no echo
of it.

The cahndor came and took hold of my arm. | shook off his hand.

“Take her out inthe hdll,” said Sereth sharply to Chayin, who obeyed him.

“l cannot stand it,” | hissed at him, leaning againg the passage wall.

“Y ou will doubtless find the strength,” Chayin predicted.



“What care you?' My limbs shook, and my head throbbed.

He grinned. “It has been long Snce | have seen him so wel.”

“You did not take revenge upon M’tras for Liuma.”

“M’tras looks of more worth than Liuma. And there are the others”

“Whet should | do?’

“Be dlent. Hewill do what hewill do. Just wait.”

“What brought it to this?’ | found my vison blurred.

“We did,” said Chayin, taking me againgt him.

We stood thus a time. Down the hdl came tiasks, Snging, ther bladders full and plump. Chayin
commandeered one and bade me drink. | did so, dso taking the uris he offered up. With it came to me
the remembrance that Sereth had this day used uris, and that such was not his custom.

| had just handed it back when Sereth took his leave of Ddlin and M’tras.

“I bade him seek usin the south if he wishes” said Sereth. His eyes seemed a dranger’s.

“M’tras? Good. He isworth having.” Chayin released his hold, stepped from my side.

“You have something of his” Sereth said to me.

“You haveit. | had it. It iswith the dharen’s papers.” | snarled it, without valition.

Sereth and Chayin exchanged glances.

“Would you do me sarvice?’ asked the Ebvrasea very softly, of Chayin.

“Asever,” Chayin replied.

“You meet with Jahell a sun’s set. Consider this there is no need for a dharen upon Slisra. The
coundll is dead. The ditsa s fangs have been pulled. The outside world will not crumble if there is no rule
from the Lake of Horns. The vaue of such manipulation by a group of dite inbreds is questionable. The
blood has vaue, | have been told. Good. Take those women and men that please you, and use them in
the south. The gene pool will be widened.”

“Jud leave it?”

“Wreak some dissolution. Take the fines women, breed them. Regp what spoils you choose. But
leave not enough of the Lake of Horns that they may rebuild empire. You need not kill them, those you
find unworthy of the crdl pits. Perhaps they will become a city. Let them, with your leavings, indigete a
Wdl. Let them, like the rest of Silistra, do work. Let them fleg, or stay, | care not. | would see the place
torn stone from stone, and its inhabitants scattered to the edges of the world.” He grinned bleskly. “But it
would take too long.”

“That is your will?’

“Itis. We mudt break the pattern, lest Khys with his hests continue to control us. | am no caretaker
of hisdesgns. | do not intend to implement them.”

“But you will go with me across the Embrodming?’ Chayin pressed.

“Yes, | will do that.”

| sudied imin the light of what he had reveded. When spesking of the lake-born, his bitterness had
rattled like death in his throat. | wel recaled what Khys had said to him: that his sperm was inferior, that
he was not fit to breed one such as |. | shivered. My hips found the stone wadl of the corridor. It was as
damp and dick asmy skin.

“You will not go with me to Jehell?’

“No, not yet. Do me another service”

“Nameit.”

“Seek Miccah, the high chader. See tha he, or some other if he is dead, leads you to the bands of
resraint. Key and close them dl. There are none Ieft capable of producing them, thanks to Edtri.”

Chayin looked at me. Then he nodded. “It has a certain fitness” he remarked. “Think upon which of
the Taken Lands would it you.”

Sereth amiled. They exchanged a grip, one of five turns. It was the jiasks grip of triumph. The
cahndor strode away. The torchlight fired his rana skin bronze as Edtrazi’s. “At moon’s risng, where will
you be?’ Chayin cdled back over his shoulder.

“Attending to the discipline of a certain crell | have come to possess. You are welcome to assst me”



Sereth took up alock of my hair.

“I will have amed set. Such undertakings are often lengthy,” the cahndor laughed.

“You would not,” | said, incredulous.

He wound the length of my hair around his fig, by it pulling me toward him. | had thought, when |
suggested we view Ddlin and M’tras, that he would be gpprised of the injugtices around him and make
reparations. He had not been. Rather he had determined that Silistra had no need of a dharen.

His hand, at the nape of my neck, tightened panfully. “Estri, cease this” he said, his eyes intent.
There had been, when he spoke with Chayin, laughter there. Now | saw none.

| stared up at him. “I thought you did not read women’s thoughts” | accused.

His other am went around me. My head was pressed to that wound he had so recently taken. My
body knew his | ignored it, making mysdf iff.

He picked me up and carried me down the cdlls. “Not when | can hepit,” he said. “Woman, whét is
wrong with you?’

And then when | did not answer: “What is this sudden thirg of yours for fitness? Are you some
lake-born?’ He found the cdl he had sought. His old one. He lad me upon the rushes and closed the
door.

| knew, though shadows masked him, that he was douched againd it, his ams crossed over his
chest.

| sat up on the lake rushes. They were damp and fraught with jabbing ends.

After atime he came and stood over me. My eyes, adjusted to the scant light from the tiny oblong
window, saw his hestation as he disrobed.

| found | sat upon my hedls. | redized it when he kndlt before me and took my pams from where
they rested on my thighs. His anger was for Khys, and histeachings, but | fdt it in his driving use. He held
my hands from mein that first wordless couching. It was a thing of daim and conquest, of need pent too
long, and under him | wept, praying to | knew not what that he would find in me that thing he sought.

And it came to pass that | spoke much truth for him there, inhiscell. | had come here once and tried
to freehim. | had proffered my aid. Falling thet, | had offered my use. Did | not think him Khys's maich,
he had asked me. He recdled it, reminding me of what he had told me then; when he chose, he would
take me.

| spoke to him of how it had been for me that | had dreamed of him, so often; that even unknowing
mysf, | had known his touch more than Khys's; that my body had never faled to recollect him, even
when my mind did not. And | marked hislight, deft touch in my mind.

There came a moment in that couching when he dso spoke of what concerned him. It was not until
he had, to his satisfaction, reclamed my flesh. | lay with my head in hislap, my lipstracing an old scar. In
my heart, a that time, there was no ease.

“l have a problem with you,” he said, very low. “You question me. If 1 am fit. If | am right. You
risked yoursdlf and dl our lives when you tried your kills on Khys's council. If Carth had died, Chayin
and | would be yet in bands. | told you long ago, when firg you reveded yoursdf, that you must not
initiate precipitous actions.”

| said nothing. “At that time, | was serioudy concerned with the problems such skills might engender.
Now | have amilar skills, and | am ill not unconcerned.

“Ediri, if it had not been for you, | would have dedlt long ago with Khys. It was his possession of you
that held me back. Y ou have come, like the lakeborn, to regard men with too much concern to the color
of their skin and the nature of their ancestors.”

Then | did spesk. “1 wrote a criticd essay for the dharen upon that subject. Carth tore it up.” Sereth
gpat asngle word of condemnation, suffident in hissght for Khys, Carth, and the written word.

“Let me make this clear. | fared reasonably wdl againg Khys. My sense of fitness is not impaired. |
know what | am doing. | expect no less from you now than | expected upon Mount Opir.”

| recdled it, that time. In dl things had | deferred to him.

“You struck out a Chayin with mind. If you try such a thing with me, | will not be so easy upon you
as he might”



“I loveyou,” | whispered, my lips againg histhigh.

“And | have lost many enths of deep over you. | intend to lose no more. | know you are confused.
Thingswill become clear to you. Seek the sort.”

| kept slent, in fear of his displeasure.

Exasperated, he pushed me from him. “Estri, speak your mind. How dare you be so affrighted of
me?’ he growled, shaking me by the hair.

“l have logt the habit,” 1 said when | could. And: “Please, thisis not what | seek with you.” | wanted
nothing else but him. And yet the current of the time clashed us together like unmanned derdlicts upon a
full-roused sea.

“If you can, rdearn it. | do not fear your thoughts or your kill.” He pulled me onto his Iap. “To own
athing, one mugt make use of it.”

His hands upon me are not a thing that can be described. Beside his touch, dl others pale spectral.
“I will settle for no less than | have ever demanded from you,” he informed me twice more.

“Take your reparations,” 1 begged him. “I am yours, crell without doubt.”

Later we waked the dharen’s tower, enquieted, arms around each other’s waists. He sensed my
fretfulness, and alowed that he would teach me the shidd that served both him and Chayin so well. |
rested my head againg his shoulder as we came upon the third-floor landing.

The night's stars were framed in the darkened keep's window. He led me there, not dlowing the
cdling stars to glow.

“l would speak to you. Will you hear me?’ he said quietly, throwing his leg over the ledge.

“You know me” | said.

“l know whet | fed. There was a time when you would have spoken of your own accord. You must
understand me. | know the hest, and the sort; and | know where hegting blends with shgping and
becomes unnaturd congtraint. You yoursdf know the rules. Even Khys could not escape them. And
many take hdsars. Thetimeis sorely beset.”

“l do not understand you,” | said.

“There are starsin the sky,” Sereth observed. “Once, | might have gone out among them. Khys felt it
better that we be isolated. | cannot now hunt among the stars. Hear me, ¢i’ves,” he said, the shadow face
tuning to regard me, and then back to the stars over the Lake of Horns. I might not wish to go. But |
would like to regain the choice. | may set my will to that barrier. | cannot say. There is the Embrodming
Sea, and what lies beyond. | have redamed you. | am reasonably content. In time, you will better
recollect yoursdf. | will see to it. You are not as stripped of ills as you pretend. | invite you to take
them up. | advise you to do so. Wewill dl need what wegpons we can muster. The helsar children roam
the land. The law withinwill be greatly tested.”

He paused. | waited, lest my word cause him to retreast once more into his taciturnity. My hand found
histhigh, lay there quigtly. Hisfinger traced a pattern dong its back.

“Perhaps he isright to contain us,” he mused. “And perhaps your father isright. But | do not think so.
The helsars have come to be, premature. We will have to ded with them, and the resultant srains upon
owkahen. What Khys has done, right or wrong, is upon us. We are regping his fruits. Storms rage upon
owkahen, turbulence abounds. The wind from the abyss howls hungry. If we are not mature enough to
limit shaping kills, they will destroy us. As they destroyed him. It was not |; | was chosen executioner,
and pawn ongoing. It was not |, but owkahen. His own works destroyed him. He used the time coming
to be like a bow. By will he notched the shafts of his conception, and a length, the tenson beng
untoward, the bowstring frayed, snapped. The bow snapped back. And we are left to seek what we
may.

“l have found it necessary to put restraints upon my own skills” said Sereth, dmogt inaudibly. “I
choose not to obviate space, when | might walk or ride or sal. | choose not to shape, nor to intrude
upon the minds of others. | do this not because | am wesk but because | am cautious. | enjoy my body. |
would continue to inhabit it. We livein a world subsumed with naturd dricture. | would have it no other
way. | find it comforting that the sun rises and sets dependably. | like to know that the ground will not
dissolve from benesth my feet between steps.”



His shadow face regarded me. “You have fdt the backlash from imprudent twiding of those laws. It
was you who fird spoke to me of such dangers. Khys might speak even more doquently, had he
aurvived them. But he was mad, too long enfleshed. Though brilliant, he was mad. And no book of
cautionsis going to tame the helsar winds when they blow.”

And | saw himinmy mind's eye: Khys, who locked doors though none who might threaten him could
be by such means obstructed; who wore stra, though none of Silistra could stand againg that armory of
mind the dharen possessed. And | saw the helsars, in their thousands, aglitter on the plain of Astria

Shaking the phantoms from me, | tried to pierce the darkness that hovered around Sereth. Never had
he spoken to me thus. My hand lay limp upon his thigh, cool upon his heet. | stared into the darker
shadows where his eyes mugt be.

“Perhaps we will learn to contain our skills and use them lawfully,” | ventured. “Those who do not
will be, by their own works, destroyed. Owkahen takes reparation from those who would ruleit.”

He took a shilant bresth, spewed it out. “It might come to be,” he said with a voice like driven dedt,
“that we destroy dl the order on Silidra, and, like Khys, find ourselves bereft of choice, surrounded by
chaos born out of our inviolgbility. It might be that with so many engaged in ordering the universe to
please them, Slidra will become divested of sequentidity—a sphere where there is no certainty, no
surety upon which a man can count. One mug have a place to stand. It comes down to this we eather
order our kills or be destroyed by the crux we engender.

“l would not haveit s0,” he whispered. “Nor would | attempt to legidate mordity. Each must choose
for himsdf. Aslong as | can recdl, | have hested and sorted. | did not need Khys or a helsar to teach
me, Man comes, of nature, to the sort and the hest. No more.

“Now,” he said, touching my cheek, the shorn lock that flopped there, “do you understand why |
would not hear of Khys'swill, or Egtrazi’s? If | mugt be responsible for my actions, they will be in my
dght right. Always have | done it thus. | know no other way.”

| kissed hisfingers as they played upon my lips.

X: In Deference to Owkanen

In the predawn | left them, soundless. | stood over them a time, where they were melded by the
shadows into some many-legged creature not of my acquaintance. | thought sure my breath would wake
them, roaring down through my nose. And what | would say, when they caught me, | conjectured.
Almog, | lay back down beside them.

As one embarked upon a nightmare, | got gear from the wardrobe. At any moment | expected a
hard grip upon my shoulder. And then ther anger. The breeze of my panfully dow movements raised
every fine har upon my body. But | had gained the hdl. And then | ran, fittingsin hand, down the rear
dairs, my breaths barbed and my mouth ful of tongue.

One comes, inevitably, to the great doors with ther inlad golden beasts. | took an acove, therein
garbed mysdf in the tunic and cloak, and belted the light blade about my hips And | congratulated
mysdf, Sereth isthe lightest of deepers. Chayin has desert ears.

The guards a the open doors dozed—all but two, who had found amusement with each other. They
did not look up.

Out | walked between those bronze doors twice the height of a man. My bare feet trod the cold
done steps. The evening bristled with Brinar chill. Wirur, congtdlation of the winged hulion, glittered
fantly in the coming dim.

Upon the ways were a great number of threx, strung on ropes, their gear piled before them, as is
Parset custom. There were, of course, no saddle-packs or saddles. That, aso, is Parset custom.

| chose a young-seeming male who dept upon hisfeet, He dept no more when | started toward him.
He gave me scrutiny, his pointed ears flattened. Then he snorted softly and tipped them to my croon. He
did not know me. He snapped his huge teeth together. But he was interested. | have, with animas, some
gl ill.

Out from the Lake of Horns in the firg outpouring of dawn | rode him, bareback. His stride was



clean and fadt, his manners and mouth soft and sweet. We could not, | adjudged, shifting my knees lower
on his barrel, gan the trees before true day. Where my thighs had clutched him, the hair was dark and
sweeting and the sweat frothed white. Not by true day, | thought, leaning forward, low upon his neck. |
hoped, as | urged him for speed, that those who watched for hulions atop the tower would not see, or in
seeing, mark only the threx, running breakneck toward the encirdling trees.

We did not make the trees by true day. But we were not much later within the dappled dark-light
they filtered.

| drew him up. We rested, blowing stentorian breaths. | duiced froth and sweat from under my legs.
In that ar a fog streamed from us, not dispersang. The tree trunks were immense. The firg branches
garted far above my mounted head. The day seemed hardly noticegble; the cool Brinar light, weskly
piercing the tree cover, had not even the srength to dry the leaves.

| kicked him moving, lest he be doneill by standing and steaming in the damp. He snorted. The night
water showered us from above. | did not mind.

| gave the namdess threx his head. | did not know where | was bound. | had run from Sereth. | had
not run from Khys when the opportunity presented itsdf, nor from Chayin, though | had had many
chances, nor even from Ddlin so long ago on the road to Well Arlet.

| wished | could cry. | wished dso that the young threx was possessed of a less protruding
backbone.

| had not thought | would get thisfar.

The green-dark deepened. The threx lowered his muzze to the ground and sniffed rumblingly as he
picked hisway.

| had run from none of them, but | had run from Sereth.

The evening past had yielded much. They had meted out judtice, in their fashion.

They had returned to M’tras his ijiyr. He had thanked them, and played for them a dark and
explorative piece that ended unresolved. He had said that the power source, self-contained, would lagt a
thousand years.

“And then what?’ had said Sereth soberly.

Chayin and Ddlin had laughed. M’tras had not, but only placed the ijiyr again in its case.

Then did Sereth and Chayin give to them the threx they had appropriated. Sereth had spent some
time searching a gentle beast for M’ tras. Such are not too common among tiasks and jiasks.

M’tras looked upon the beast warily. He clicked and muttered something in his own language. The
gars were only rigng above the lake. The fattened moon, just dearing the trees, was smeared with
blood.

M’tras uncertainty had been a padpable taste to us dl. How strange and terrible and crude we
seemed to him, great bloodthirsty animasriding upon therr like.

“Jug assert yoursdf,” Ddlin advised, mounting his own beast. When he had it settled, he took
M’tras threx by the head stall.

Sereth helped M’ tras mount. We watched them as they departed. Ddlin, anxious to be off, dill held
M’tras beast when the dark consumed them. They went gladly to the Liaison Firs’s upon the plain of
Adria The last we sensed of them was thair rdidf, floating back like scent upon the breeze.

Though Sereth knew of Khys's hest and ther intention, he did not speak to them of helsars.

He had spoken to them of the Silistrans trapped upon the space worlds, orphaned by Khys's barrier.
| had given little thought to them—the wellwomen, the telepaths, the teachers, and the dharen’s agents.
Ddlin and M’tras and Sereth and Chayin had long discussed them.

It was then that it came to me, while | strove to separate Sereth’ s Slhouette from the lakeside night as
he stared longingly after Ddllin and M’tras. | caught taste of him then; that shidd for a splintered heartbeat
of time crumbled by his need. How greetly he envied them, unbound and free, off upon whatever errands
they chose. And | saw hislife as he perceived it—and | saw that dthough in a sense he had won his
freedom, he considered it putative. Sereth, child of owkahen, had served his master wdl, that he might
win surcease, and had become even further bound. | shared my thought in a moment of privacy with
Chayin, and he uphdd me.



“It has been before us dl dong,” he agreed, lying amid the cushions, his membranes attesting to the
drength of his conviction. “We saw, but we did not redize. Both of us, who love him, falled to see”” And
what we had overlooked—that he was in a sense Edrazi’s hest that dl the fathers had long sought, all
that Khys so long obstructed—most discomfited us.

He is hase-enor: of dl flesh. In my research, during my early pregnancy, | had not neglected him.
Sereth, who bears every bloodline upon Silistra, had been of use to mein my criticiam of Khys's genetic
policies. It is Sereth who is first-come to time and space, presage of what the future might hold, should dl
be free on Siligtra to mix ther blood.

Chayin and | are both catalysts forced upon the time. Sereth is naturd to it. He is owkahen's son. To
sons, fathers have been known to set tasks, and ultimatdy to show favor. Should the son prove worthy, it
isoften so, between fathers and sons.

Upon that determination, | knew what | mugt do. | showed him Khys's mogt secret charts and
papers. He was unconcerned with them. He had, he said, just come from seeing Carth. Carth, he assured
me, would live. His eyes were far indrawn. He had been long among the wounded and maligned.

It was then that he adjudged us both lacking in compassion, and | sensed in him the distance the time
hed put between us. Before, he had not met my father. 1t seemed to me, hearing his words, that we might
never gpan the guif of our divergent heritages. All of Khys's knowing words came back to me. | rubbed
the sed upon my |eft breast and let my eyes drink of him, for that drink would have to last me long.

He watched me, sdelong, but made no attempt to aid me up from out of that particularly femde pit
of self-abasement into which | had fdlen. And Chayin, angered, rose up and Ieft, growling that he must
see to his child. | had seen the child, in the arms of that well-woman who bore Sereth’'s seed. Sereth
seemed to barely recollect her. | had asked of her digpostion and been told that she was destined for
Nemar, crel to the cahndor.

The threx sumbled, his forefoot caught momentarily in an exposed root. | patted him reassuringly,
and urged him forward. His shoulder, under my hand, twitched and quivered, but he quickened his pace.

The hulion’s roar stopped the threx so suddenly | grabbed his neck for support. | cautioned him to
dlence, dipping off his back.

The hulion, roaring repeatedly, appeared between the trees. The threx, afrighted beyond sanity,
waited no longer. Even as those gold-gleaming eyes fixed upon it, it reared screaming upon its hind feet.
The reins, jerked from my hand, flapped wildly. | made one abortive jump for them. A stedl-shod hoof
creased my skull. My vison became particles of light. | fdt no pain.

When | fdt again, it was a great rough tongue scraping my arm.

When | saw at lagt, | saw a face. That face loomed againg darkness. | put my fingers to my right
temple, encountered another’s there.

| tried to raise my head. The hand would not dlow it. The scrgping of that dry abrasive tongue upon
my flesh ceased. | peered at the circle of light that seemed to belong to the hands. After a time, it
coadlesced into a familiar pattern of tone and feature, behind which the blackness undulated queerly. |
continued to peer. Then | knew what | saw, and closed my eyes to the blur.

| heard an entwining of sound.

“Little one, look a me” It was a number of times he sad it, before | could disentangle his words
from Santh’s plaintive mutterings.

| opened my eyes. The new day’s light, bounding and rebounding off the thinning foliage, played
upon them like running water. Santh sat with his foreegs tucked between his hind, his wedge-shaped
head lowered, his ears cocked askew. And before me dso was Sereth, squatting down with his hand
upon my brow.

“Do you not think,” 1 said dowly, “that we would al fare better gpart?’

“If | thought that,” he said, “I would not be here.”

“And how did you find me?’

“Sarth.”

“He serves you,” | said, rasing my head and letting it fdl. The world whedled in dately procession,
with my eyes as axis of itslanguid rotation.



He laughed. “Ask him.”

From Santh | received a greeting. And a question formed of alegory. Hulion thought is not as man
thought. They are not symbolizers such as we. | saw a light she-hulion, and marked her as Santh’'s mate.
| saw her, and him aso, engaged in their mating ritud. And then, superimposed, the tawny one, fleang his
dominion. And the thought was full with heat, and the courting customs of his kind. If he had bespoken
me as a man, the question might have been: “Why do you flee him? Is it thus?’ But it was a hulion's
question, subsumed with acceptance and harmony, and the love of the chase.

| could not gainsay histruth. | turned my face into Sereth’s hand and wept, & last.

“Thereis much left undone,” he said, his callused fingers tracing my brow, “Sit up.”

| once more lifted my head. The forest soun liquidly. | lay back upon the mulch of moldering autumn,
content to rest, with his hand upon me and Santh’'s mutters like settling rocks in my ears. It was beyond
my power to do more.

“Sereth,” | sad, “I cannot.” | had spoken clearly. My own ears heard the words loud and strong. But
Sereth did not hear them. He leaned close. | could count his lids' lashes, judge the widened pupils of his
dark eyes.

“Speak again, ci’'ves” he whispered, as the scar upon his cheek took life and crawled off his face to
encircle his neck like some hideous band of restraint.

He put one pdm over my eyes, his other cupping the back of my neck. It was only then, as
sensation, identifiable pain, coursed over me, that | redlized | had been without it. Now, as my back and
ribs throbbed and my Ieft leg demanded attention, | was terrified, for | had not heretofore fdt them. My
whole sdf shrunken inward with fear, | assayed the drawing up of my damaged leg. | heard him grunt. He
removed his hand from my eyes. Santh, paw before paw, stretched himsdf full length, yawning.

“Where were you bound?’ he asked. Now, only, was there trace of anger upon him. It rode his
voice, cowled inrdief. With hisaid | sat, my left leg stretched out straight.

“l do not know,” | said, regarding the swollen knee. Below it was a bandaged gash, but that was of
litle moment. | put my own hands upon it, dosng my eyes. What | sought, | received. Under my pams
the flesh cooled and subsided. “1 do not know,” | repeated, folding the leg experimentally.

“We will meet Chayin,” he said quietly. His gol-knife excavated the mulch between his legs as he
squatted there. “I will not be pleased if you make such wanderings your practice. | know you have been
long sequestered. Y ou will get enough destinationless wandering, across the Embrodming.”

“If you would avoid my father’s service” | said to him, “do not again take me up.”

“We will go firg with Santh. | have something to share with you. Then to Astria You may bring in
your hest there. In Port Adtrin we will take ship—Chayin's best, and a picked Menetpher crew. The men
of Menetph are excdlent salors”

“If it is your will,” | said, putting weight gingerly upon my left leg. Sereth and Santh rose as one. |
looked between them, taking a testing step. My work held.

“You can ride?’ He dishdieved, criticaly.

And it was upon hulions, Santh and Ler, who was waiting amid the trees, that we rode to that
mountain holy place priested by hulions It is of ther deity and deification, and not man’s; therefore the
mountain has no name. It is but one of many in that cragged fastness where no man dwelleth: hulions rule
the impenetrable west.

Upon the way there | learned that Sereth, through Ler, had come to be held high anong them. And
that hulions dso, had taken a knowing part in Khys's destruction. They had willingy absented
themsdlves from the Lake of Horns. It had been between them and Sereth decided: if thus-and-thus
occurs, such will be done.

From Santh | could coax nothing of reason or mative during those two days. Nor would Sereth
enlighten me, except to say that only selected hulions ever frequented the Lake of Horns. His implication
was that the hulions gathered such intdligence as concerned them, while seeming to serve the dharen.
Thereisno way any of uswill ever be sure.

“| care little for their reasons. | took the chance. It proved lucky. They aided me, or | aded them. Or
it was a coincident sarving,” Sereth had said, as | pressed himin the firdight that evening. But he had not



been angry. Little would have angered him then. Before hisfire, he lounged upon the chill ground as loose
as the hulions stretched with ther bellies to the fire s warmth. Above us the full moon danced, impaed
upon an audacious peak. The fire showed me the easy inward amile upon him. The laughter rekindled in
his dark eyes that night, as if the flame cleansed his spirit. | recollected that look, from when | had firg
known himin Wl Arlet. And | began then to fan within me the banked cods of my own faith. If he might
find contentment upon such a night, how much less could | show mysdf to be?

He had sought owkahen, and found it pregnant and new. What he chose, he might now do, with the
crux time dearing away. And he found no shadowing upon it that troubled him, dthough | had found my
ardor much damped by what | mysdf had seen.

The storms grow upon owkahen. We saw them then. We fed them now. But 4ill, there istime. The
ghip rocks under me. The waves make a wine-sot of my not-ever-precise handwriting. The sed's pitching
has this past set taken a different rhythm. Chayin says we will soon Sght land.

There are various observations that | would like to make upon what has come to be. But there
remain certain outcomes, if such they may be cdled. The cahndor maintains thet little of life may be nestly
tied up, and even less of those particular events with which | have here concerned mysdf.

None will know, Chayin is sure, what digpostion the fathers made of Khys. And yet | saw him, when
we sat with the hulionsin their cavernous temple. Luminous veins riddled the rock with greenish trails that
seemed to pulse. The only other light was that of their eyes—ypair upon pair of glowing pools, dl shades
from palest ydlow to brooding red. Their rumbling, magnified and returned to us by the subterranean
vault, might have been that sound a sphere makes, turning. | was visted, while kneding among them
therein, by a number of truths. Among them was a sense of Khys's presence. Since that time, | have
doubted his demise. Though for his sake | hope that he achieved it, that passng he so concertedly
sought, that indienable freedom to which we are dl entitled. Those teechings he so venerated, those
magters whose works he emulated, bespoke it far better than | ever might: dl come to the abyss, there to
partake of the definition of life, the catdyst death, that beginning toward which dl life labors.

Sill, in my mind, he lives. Upon dl of Sligra he thrives, through the metamorphosis he has brought
about. Where men erect yristera boards and throw, is Khys. Where the children are conceived, does his
spirit rgjoice. Upon the chalder’s anwil are his blessings ever forged. In the Day-Keepers schools and
the Sayers hogels and about the waists of wellwomen and pan-breeders and wegponamiths and pelters
one may see him. Sereth weighed him, and found him mad. 1t may be so. A rdic from along-dead age he
was, in truth. Those teachings that he gave unto us were not those that he had learned. In a way, he was
never of us, but only with us, he who was a Stoth priest even before the holocaust. Perhaps, as said
Sereth, he never truly partook of that mordity he taught. | have presented him, to the best of my ability,
as he presented himsdf to me. | make no judgment upon him. In accordance with that Stothric tradition
into which he was born, he lived. And in a Stoth manner, he sought his death, not in flight, but as a fitting
resolution to hislife

They judge me recovered from what he did to me. | wonder if any of us might ever recover. That
which one experiences is not other than onesdf from that moment ongoing. 1 no longer cringe when a
hand is raised unexpectedly within griking distance. | have made some progress in excsing from my
behavior the fear and timidity he taught. But | yet bear his Sgn upon my flesh, and in my heart dso. If it
were within my power, | would change his ending, if it be death or confinement or the anguish | sensed
when | kndt amid the convened hulions of Sligra Why they deserted his service and turned ther
absence to Sereth’s ad, | know not. Nor why they held service in his honor and sat vigil for his spirit, do
| know. Suffice it to be that such was the case—that it was done, and | was present, and Sereth and
Chayin were dso there. And we each gave up, in that cavern with the deep-throated hulion hymns
vibrating the stone upon which we knelt and the bones of our bodies, what recollection we had of him,
into a pool of commund rdiving. And when that pool had no bottom and no surface, when dl ever
known of him had been entered therein, the hulions walked one a a time, with measured sride and
solemn demeanor, through the harvest of his years. When my turn came to enter that darkened
depression in the circled mid-cave, it ssemed to me that | stepped into cold, fast running water. Down
the unsteep indine | proceeded, a each step the tingling chill of immergon risng higher up my body. As |



hed seen the hulions do, | stepped onto the down-spirding ledge and followed its ever-tightening course
unil | stood at the pit's center. But | saw it not. Rather did | see Slidtra, her copses and groves, her
precipices and sess. | saw her burned and steaming, oozing foul putrefaction upon the land. And | saw dl
those years of her tending, that she might once more raise bountiful eyes to the sun.

And he came to me there. First it seemed he bestrode a lake sheeted with ice. Across it, toward me,
he came. The aun lit the ice tawny. Where he lifted foot, deep tracks appeared, as if the fire of him
meted the surface beneath his flesh. And he hdd out his hands to me, his face becamed and peaceful, as
the ice began to rumble and creak. With sounds like bones snapping, in an ar turned dark and awful with
crackling chuckles, the surface of the lake broke asunder. As if some great sea beast desired exit and
beat againg the ice sheet from below, the cracks spread and heaved, whole chunks the length of a man
rearing up into the ar and crashing down to smash what ice remained. He danced, scrambling for
purchase. With more than man's effort, he legped and scrambled. | saw him fal once, fet firg, into the
ice. Hands, dawing, seized the chunks afloat. He struggled upon one and lay there, his face turned away.
Beneath him, it crumbled. And | saw him swimming, first desperately, then duggidhly, then a mere flalling
of hands. And he met my eyes once with his. And then he was no more. There was only the lake and the
tiny crystals of dush that floated gray upon the surface. That, and only that, was reveded to me, as | sat
with the hulions, of the fate of Khys, once dharen of Silistra.

Of my son, dl that remainsis aname Jehsrae.

We went, upon thefirg first of Decra, by hulion out from thet place. It was a et later we stood upon
the plain of Adtria, Sereth and |, unscathed, as | had so long ago hested. And indeed, | could not excise
the crawling, mewling wounded from my sght of that place, nor the corpses over which they crawled. All
around us | met the shades of our dead. We did not stay long there among the helsars. The hulions had
refused even to enter that place, but waited past the stand of trees in which Sereth had secreted his
archers to await the dodng of battlein Amarsa, ’ 695.

Chayin was firg to speak it, but we were dl, by then, apprised of the need to be gone from the plain.
As we had been of the need to come, to offer our slence to those who had perished in our service, a
thing we had not been able to do that day.

We avoided, by my will, Well Adria. Let Vedrast’s daughter reign there. It matters not to me.
“Guard Adtrig, or youwill loseit,” had written the Well-Foundress Adtriain her warning. One should not
go about groping for the joys of youth to which meturity has made one unsuited.

Sereth, surely sensing my melancholy, led me gently from the fidd. My eyes, upon my feet and his,
saw here and there, among the browned grass, helsars, awaiting those who would sometime daim them.
It was said to me once by the dharen that helsars have been provided for dl ever meant to take them;
that a helsar knows no sequentidity, no waiting. To them, every man who will come to dam them, every
womean who will pilgrimege here, stand dl together upon the plain in one moment encompassing dl of
time There must be many dill to come. Upon the plain of Adria are enough helsars to bestar lavighly a
virgin sky. Enough, perhaps, to make a necklace for a universe mother, should such a she ever care to
appear bedecked before the creator spirit to whom sheisin service,

| wondered briefly if Ddlin and M’tras had come and gone, or if it gill remained for them to lessen
the fidd of helsars by two. And of what they would become, attendant to the helsar's teachings, did |
take thought.

The hulions left us upon the outskirts of Port Adrin. | made a blurry-eyed farewel to Santh, and
wished his mate Tjela afruitful birthing.

Sereth arranged with Leir ameeting for mid-Macara of the new year after next.

Chayin sent his regards to Frinhar, watcher of the clouds, whose edest son had borne him hither.

We watched them in silence until they were only specks in the greening sky. When a hulion departs,
the world seems shrunken and muted. Their perceptions, withdrawn, leave a flat and longing emptiness.
They have the oneness, the wisdom of crestion, within them. They see it in the leaves, they rgoice a its
outcry in the thunderbolt as it carves its smoking likeness upon the rock. They are not as we, and there is
much we might learn, should owkahen dlow it, from Santh and Leir and their brethren.

| looked a Chayin, just turning away toward the twiding anarchy of Port Adrin's jumbled Streets.



He stared with narrowed eyes & the city, then at his booted feet. Stooping down, he plucked a blade of
withered grass and sucked upon it. His marks of godhood were covered by the loose deeves of winter
leathers. All in brown was dressed the cahndor, unassuming, with just southern short sword and gol-knife
a hiswag. But | knew what weapons nestled in the lining of his brown cloak, and even in the tops of his
high boots, for | bore the like about my own person.

“Here)” sad Sereth, holding out something in his hand. It was a chad. Upon it were strands to which
| was entitled. | took it, drding it around my waist. When | had fitted the key in its housing, | saw
Chayin's snap-membraned stare.

Sereth bore a hiswaist an arrar’s chad. But it was not truly his any more than that about my own
wag was mine. And he might have borne another chad, that of Slidra's dharen.

Chayin spat upon the ground and rose up. “1 will never understand you,” he spoke to Sereth. “You
take up and put down chaldra the way other men take up and put down women.”

The cahndor’s firg act upon addressing his triumphant troops had been to rip from his wag the
northern chad Khys had forced upon him, and replace it with his own, feathered and trophied. As he
donned his southern chald, he bade each of his men do likewise. And he bade them aso rip as quickly
from ther hearts dl amendments of their custom that had been forced upon them. | had not been there,
but I had heard tdl of the cahndor’s impassioned speech to the jiasks and tiasks of hisream.

“Chddra” sad Sereth, grinning, “is carried about the spirit, not about the waist. And besides, would
you have me cut down for chaldless by the firs Sayer we meet in the aity?’

Chayin snorted. “Jugt the same, | likeit not.”

And | liked it no better.

“While Carth remains dive” sad Sereth soberly, “1 have aright to this” He ran his hand dong the
supple chdd nestled gleaming above his weapons bet. “And Edri has surdy earned the chad of
messenger. Y ou would see usin southern chads, | suppose.”

“It would please me” the cahndor admitted.

“If your ship and your sailors are hdf as skilled as you dam, we may live to collect some” He
shaded his eyes with his hand, looking out past the city, where the gray-green sky met the gray-green
sea. The harbor, from this vantage, was abristle with sharp-masted craft. “Let us get upon the tral. |
would be there and at amed by dark.”

Down the ydlow-brown hills that doped to the city and the shore we went, cross-cutting to take the
wide and wedl-kept thoroughfare that led to the Well-Keepress gate, so caled because it offers
northerly exit toward Wel Adria The road, though there were some carts and one caravan (from
Gdesh, surdy; gaen-hauled wagons, tasseled and belled and enclosed in colored silks, humped archeon
packed to twice a man's haght with woven baskets, ther bottoms sagging with produce; the fruit amdl
walting back to us, sweet and sharp), was sparsely traveled, for such an enth.

And within the gate, at which we were not checked, but only noted upon a wax taly by a portly
guard who judged us unworthy of even a two-eyed scrutiny, | saw more clearly what the loss of the star
trade might come to mean. Shops were boarded up. Men hawked off-world goods at ruinous prices in
the sandblown streets. Where M’ksakkan or Itabic or Torth legends showed upon hogtels and inns,
those Sgns had been defaced. Perhaps a third of the businesses were closed dtogether. Port Adrin,
more than any other place upon Silistra, had made off-worlders a home. She, of dl Silistra, would most
lament their departure.

“There seem an inordinate number of beggars,” Sereth remarked, slencing one mendicant in whining
approach with a scowl that sent him sumbling over his own ragsinto a doorway.

“Things will right themsdves here” | said. Chayin put an am protectivdly about me as three
raw-faced seafarers came by us.

We found an inn of Sereth’s acquaintance that was not closed. In the old section of the city, high
over the harbor it rose, hulking blocks of taernite so thick that not even the dhifting coadtline had been
able to didodge them.

Over amed that displayed the seal's bounty upon our table, they spoke of ships and courses, of tides
and draits and what might liein the uncharted waters between the Adrian coast and that shore of which



none were empowered to speak.

“We cannot keep cdling it that,” Sereth decided, did down low upon the padded bench, a pipe of
good danne, courtesy of the innman's girl, gowing red in his hand. “We are spesking about it dl the
time”

“Let us name it when we set foot there,” proposed Chayin, flashing his white teeth expectantly. “That
isthe way such things are done.”

“The Keening Rock has a name. The shore upon which it Sts has a name. Might we not be
presumptuous, planning to name a continent?’ | said it softly, my finger drawing the Keening Rock’s
likenessin the wet rings the kifra goblets had |eft upon the striped ragony of the round table.

Theinnman'sgirl took bellows to the fire againg the encroaching sdt chill. By my shoulder, the cold
panes sweated. The cak-and-beam caling had depending from it brass all lamps upon chains. She
turned to their trimming, from the fire burning renewed upon the hearth. Its dance caught me. Within
dance is ever gory; within flame, glyphs of life | saw Khys there, his glowing eyes heavy-lidded, as he
hed been above that blaze he had made upon the planet of his entrapment. And Sereth | saw, and the
tral to Santha. And dl that had occurred since then: upon Mi'ygten; in the Parset Lands, Hadl dark
beneath Raet’'s likeness, underlit by chader’s fire the flames of the hdsar gate; the fiery agony of
childbirth; and my trid at the dharen’s hands. Then | saw hulion and uritheria. Father, give us respite. And
Gherein roadting in his Sre’ s flame. Free us from this blind griving in thy name. And Kystrai, anding in a
greater conflagration as if he stood beneath a beneficent waterfdl. Khys, my grief is never-ending.
Accomplice inconsolable, | stand bereft of even tears. Long had they lain in wait for you. | was born to
destroy you. Golden lashes, s0 long his eyes seemed oblong. You would have fdlen, then, without my
betraya, But | am the vessel of their chastissment. The herb that will be ground and sold for poison of an
old weak man for his holdings—can the plant be adjudged quilty of the crime? If only you had gone to

“ESri?

“No, Sereth. No more kifra” His aam goes around me, slent comfort. He knows, but he will not
gpeak of it. Heisfree from fear. | draw peace from my head leaned upon him.

“And yet, | might speak of it,” he said. “Or repedt it, a least. Before the battle of Adtria, you spoke
it we areit. Se’keroth, | thought for the thousandth time, and put the thought away.”

Chayin pushed the kifra aside, leaning his elbows upon the table. ““ Thrice denied and thrice delivered
/ Logt and bound and found and tempered ..."”

“*Sword of severance',” | repeated, as Chayin broke it off, that oldest of prophecies whose refrain
was dl too familiar. | pressed my nose againg Sereth’s leathers. My eyes searched the fire. Khys and the
anguish of my life no longer burned therein.

“Did you know | was born in Nin Sheen?’ offered Sereth gravey. Nin Shaen, across the
Karir-Thoss, isthe mogt western city of known Silistra. “*One from the east, born of ease and destined /
One from north of Lost and bound and found and tempered ..."”

“‘The third from out the west, adtride a tide of death,” quoted Chayin. He was not amiling. It is a
long epic. All has been foreseen. We dl know that tal€'s end.

“A man thinks” said Sereth softly, “that it cannot be him, as his life first bends to fit itsdf to some
metaphysician’s metgphor. It cannot be me, | thought, at firg with amusement and later with greet fear. |
admit it. Those old forereadings—they are detailed. The legend's blade, it was said, would be forged of
substance from the Sihaen-Istet hills It is told to children in those lands. It was told to me, for | was
rased there. And when | set off to test for a Sayer’s chain, the town boys laughed and called me * seeker
after severance.”” | craned my neck to see him. His gaze rested in Chayin's. | had known his birthplace. |
hed never heard him speak of his youth.

| remembered a time in Nemar North, with Chayin, when | had reveded to him that | was a war
with his father, god of that land. And he had named himsdf spawn of chaos. “*Out of fear's bely did |
come’” he had said then. | shivered.

“*Son of dark gods, son of life/ She between them blessed with light,”” | said. The words came from
me dowly, involuntarily, as if dragged up from some primd foreknowing spirit pit, like the child that



knows, in pardyzing redlization, that this time that which lurks in the dark is no phantasm, but the redity
of which phantasmic mongters are but racid memory.

In the Sword of Severance, there are four ors. They are concerned with a time of cdeanang and
rebirth come upon Silistra, indeed upon dl the universe. And it is concerned with the indruments of that
cdeansng. And there is a sword, and a scabbard, and a hand to bear it. There are two men and a
womean. And there are labors the extent of which have these thousands of years relegated the prophecy
to the pertinence of epic drama.

“Some thought it fulfilled by the destruction of the surface cities” Chayin sad at last, uneesly shifting
inhis seat, as a brist might ramp back and forth at the smdl of men.

“Would that | could believe that,” said Sereth. “If we make this journey, we will know for certain.”

“If?" | said, pushing away. | found my dry mouth in need of kifra. | raised hand to the girl. Sereth did
down lower upon his spine. He took his knife and with the blade cleaned his nails. The knife was dl stra,
hilt and blade both. Its butt caught the firdight.

“If we do not return from that land, we cannot be they.” A log burst, snarling sparks.

Chayin rubbed hisleft bicep, upon which, under the supple tas, was inscribed the ditsa wound about
arecurved blade. His hand trailed to his shoulder, stayed long at his neck.

A very amd| part of that prophecy | knew we had fulfilled. Great harm had come upon Silistra from
out of the south. We had come. We had been, the three of us, respongble for more deaths by violence
then are normally written upon the Day-Keepers Rall in twenty Silistran years. And we had done it in
little more than five. And the dying was not over. Those who tried the helsars—a good number of them
would die,

Perhaps as many as had died at the Lake of Horns. | hoped not. Over two thousand Parsets invested
the Lake of Horns. They killed close to their own number. More than a hundred of those corpses were
children. | had not been at the burning. There had been too many to bury. The corpses, piled high, had
been fired. A number of the restrained had thrown themsdlves, dive, onto those pyres. None moved to
stop them. It had been Chayin's order that those who were in lifdong restraint not be interfered with in
any way. For those il living, there can be but little comfort.

“Carth,” sad Chayin, “led the ceremony himsdf. Supported by two of his arrars, for he could not
gand done, he led the lake-born in prayer.” He had turned to Sereth, amiling. “I think you were right
about him.” Another log burst. Chayin's recollection of the pyres blazed bright before me.

“l hope s0,” said Sereth, who had laid the dharen’s chad into Carth’s hands, dong with his life and
the Lake of Horns. Certain terms had Sereth and Chayin dictated to Carth, highest living of the dharen’s
coundil. Those terms, Carth dmogt gratefully accepted. He ruled in regency for Sereth. The focus of his
efforts was to be not the recongtruction of empire, but the fortification of the lawv within. As Khys, in his
youth and brilliance, had envisoned it—before ego and power and hardship stripped him of his
objectivity—Sereth would have it become. Sereth asked no dteration from Carth in the teachings of his
master—only that those teachings be put truly into practice. Before Miccah, the high chader, oaths had
been sworn. And Sereth had taken up an arrar’s chdd for himsdf, and one for me, and instructed
Miccah as to their dteration.

And Carth had shaken his dark head, from which great dumps of hair had been snged away, and his
demeanor had turned darker, but he had not spoken. He lived, spared by ther mercy. That had been
made clear to him. And yet he seemed to me not sarvile. Sereth, toying with arrar’s chad, had regarded
him questioningly.

“Have you something to say?’

Carth, lying propped up againg the austere wall of his own samdl keep, said, “Am | to exercise your
authority as | seefit, or as | might conjecture that you would see fit?”

Sereth looked a him in that very chill countenance of his Chayin shook his head as if his ears
deluded him, that such impertinence and impropriety could come from a man who by al rights should
have burned with his brothers. “What | want,” said Sereth very quielly and at length, “is no more than
minmdly difficult to understand. Since it is unacceptable to everyone but me that there be no dharen
upon Siligtra, and since | have no intention of staying here and being dharen, it fdls to you. | can kill you,



and it will fdl to someone ese. | would rather not. Be dharen—not as | might see fit or you might see fit,
but as best serves Sligra. Keep alight hand upon her. Aid as best you can the helsar children; school
them, counsd them, but above dl keep cognizant of them. Teach redtraint. Let the time go its own way
awhile, that owkahen will settle ...” He broke off, unwound one hand from his chald, brushed har from
his eyes with it. The wound upon his skull was nearly healed. He frowned briefly at Carth, “If | thought
you redly did not know what was needed,” he said softly, asif disgppointed, “I would use another. How
we regard each other matterslittle at thistime. Y ou may think what you will of me, as long as it does not
impair your judgment in my behdf. If you need me, send word. | will receive it.”

He rose up. “And recollect this wdl: it is to the south you must send in your need. Then, only, will
you suffer any northerner to set foot there. Should there be any reprisds, we will in truth tear these
buildings down, stone from off of stone, and Silistra will live beneath the beneficent hand of the chosen
on of Tar-Kesa”

Carth had turned away, though movement was codtly to his bandage-swathed body, humped but
hardly hidden benesth the couch clothes.

It was to Miccah he twisted. The white-haired high chader, his seamed face distraught, hurried to his
sgde. They whispered together. A cloud begrudged us even the datted light sreaming weekly through the
gx narrow windows.

Chayin motioned Sereth to him. They dso conferred. It was this that had brought us to the lakesde
30 soon after Khys's rdiving. | had little attention for the moment that day. My flesh was racked with
chills, and | could not more than huddle in this corner or that. So did | attend it, Carth’ s assumption of the
dharen’'s chad, a set time after | had run from Sereth and my guilt. For better or worse, Carth, who had
been once crdl in the pits of Nemar, would rule from the Lake of Horns. On Brinar fourth fifth, 25,697,
did a hase-enor, and a telepath, take up Siligra's care.

The dlence was long. Neither Sereth and Chayin, nor Carth and Miccah, seemed anxious to break it.

“Excuse him, lords” Miccah draightened at lagt. His chins puffed as he worked his mouth.
Confronting their austere authority, his message would not come forth.

“Excusehim,” he sprayed. Tiny bubbles formed where hislips met. His eyes darted here and there in
their bloodshot milky pools. “I beg you. Carth has no more strength for words. In hislagt breath, he bade
metdl you hewill humbly and to the best of his ability carry out your will.” The words, springing forth dl
together in a jumble, were nearly unintdligible Mouth agape, Miccah waited, hands thrust deep into his
hide apron, feet wide and figure swaying. Still hdf in shock seemed Miccah, and yet grieving for the
dharen.

Chayin, ams folded over his chest, looked a Sereth meaningfully. Then both turned to Carth, who
lay in his body like ayra of binnirin grainsin a two-stone sack.

“Isthat what he said?’ queried Chayin innocently.

“Yes,” dfirmed the high chalder.

We can only hope that Carth will keep his proxy’s promise. What he does is done in Sereth’s name.

“Se'keroth, Se'keroth, dired b'estet Se'keroth,” growled the cahndor, as the gifl served me kifra
His eyes measured her as she leaned over to pour. She had evidently spoken to me. | had not heard. |
hed been with flame, once again.

“Sheisnot yet wel,” said Sereth, hdf to the innman’'sgirl and haf to Chayin.

“Would you want three chambers, Se ... arrar?’ | heard her through the sea pulse, bresking upon the
jetties and my eardrums.

“Two,” Chayin said, “with access between.”

Sereth’s shifting, as he dug dippars from his pouch, was more immediate. | resettled mysdf against
him.

“Re Ddlin has been here, and left ingtructions that he be the firg to know should you happen this
way.” Under his gaze, she preened hersdf, patting her hair with a sturdy wrist.

“When?" Sereth was tense-dtiff, his quietest.

“Jud thisrigng,” she murmured, deferentid, “if it should please you, arrar.”



“And if it should not?’" he snapped.

Sereth tossed three coins. The third was titrium hdf-wel. The gifl amiled, eyes lowered demurdly,
Chayin twisted around in his seat as she bent to take them. She brushed againgt him. She hesitated, her
breast againg his shoulder, her fingers upon the coins. “Should | send him word, then?’ she asked.

“No,” sad Sereth.

“Se'keroth, indeed,” 1 whispered as the girl withdrew and gave me back view of the hearth. Others
entered then, to dine and chase the sdt chill from their bones.

My fingers found the arrar’'s chad at my waist, and a certain knife that was sheathed upon the
parrhide bdt. Initshilt was a sngle gal drop. It had been given to me by Sereth, upon Mount Opir. Or
its mate had. He had commissioned them, both dike, when | had been accounted dead. The gal drops in
their hilts had been gift to us from a golachit we had aided, high in the gollands of the Sabembe range.
Khys had taken them from us. We had, upon rediscovering them, learned the faithfulness with which the
wegponsmith had followed the Ebvrasea’s intention: “ Tempered and made the same, so that one may not
be told from the other, Se'keroth.”

At length, we each took one. There was no tdling them apart.

The fired blade must be quenched in ice. We would not reach the eastern shore much before winter
soldtice, fird firg of Orsai.

| sat up, away from Sereth. Chayin looked a me, pensive, expectant.

“Thereis no proof. Beware use by prophecy in search of fulfillment,” | warned him, knowing thet if
any could have warded off such forces, that one was no longer among us. He caught my thought, for he
glared a me severdy. | shrank back, upon reflex, from his displeasure. Then straightened. | had made no
secret of my hestancy to undertake this, or any, journey. They had both separately informed me that a
time of peace and reflection was not in the sort. | think, rather, it is not in their natures.

The cahndor massaged that old wound, often his prelude to speech. It has long sSince ceased to pan
him, but the habit remains. He seemed on the verge of comment when the innman's gl again
approached. With her she bore a rolled document—documents, actudly two, the larger sarving as post
around which the amdler had been wound. Then the whole, the larger, orangish fax, digpered with
bone-white parchment, had been bound up in a drip of tas, upon which the Liason's device was
stamped in gold. One newly seated guffawed over his mug, across the room. His fellows joined in.

It lay upon the striped ragony, amid the wet rings and crumbs of our medl.

Sereth only regarded the girl, who without bresking her slence laid two brass keys beside the
tas-bound tube.

She seemed to quiver dl over, like a Sartled crier poised upon invisble wings above some
scum-choked pond. “He sad,” she gave forth a last, “that if you would answer ‘no,’ | was to give you
this” Her eyes had swelled to the Sze of copper dippars. She seemed flesh-locked, under his scrutiny.

“And you have done s0,” he said, tossing his head. The movement seemed to free her. She staggered
dightly, like one who, long pushing upon some aged, recdcitrant door, sumbles forward in surprise when
at last rusted hinges recollect their task. And like that door her retreating steps were jerky, asif she had
long forgotten her body’s command. She drifted between the tables, toward the men seated by the far
wal.

None of us spoke for along while. | looked after the innman’s girl, now wiping her brow like one
come out of a fever. She had seen—what? She did not know: a glowing, as of eyes more than mortd;
two great beasts, abattle beneath a sky transformed; a room of seven corners, in whose center a spird
bound a womean in flame. She trembled. It ran from her head downward like a dorkat shedding water. It
was a mark, only, she had seen, some odd bgewding upon the foreign woman. | pulled my mind away,
my fingers finding that device | dill bore—the Shaper’'s sed, and Khys's mogt audacious statement of
disrespect. He had appropriated it, as he had mimicked ther councils and assessments. If | chose, |
knew, | could divest mysdlf of it. Asyet, | have not done so. Upon a certain scale, it has vaue, as does
even the mogt painful of remembrances, and on another, | have aright to bear it. And no move so smple
as removing the dharen’s device from my flesh will erase from Chayin's mind, or Sereth’s, or ming, wha
Khys, in his baitle againg the father’ swill, chose to do with us. What will they say of him, those like the



woman who dill regarded me across the inn's common room? And of us? Will we be turned by the
inducteble chroniclers of events into liberators or villans? Those for whom such wars are waged have
not yet breathed their fird breaths, had said Chayin to me. And yet, the vaidity of Khys's sphere of
redraint, the hdsars find testing, the loosng of the lake-born onto Sligra dl loom imminet; as in
Se' keroth, they approach, bringing with them that judgment of which dl words will speak. Such as she
would see alegion more of us, dl bearing in our genes the legecy of Khys's bestowal.

“What think you of this” rumbled Chayin, poking once at the missve, then again, each touch pushing
the tube closer to Sereth.

“*And dl the worlds of creation hearkened, and some even lent their hand unto the task. Let them be
blessed,”” | recited dully, as Sereth’s dtra blade severed the tas, hdving the M’ksakkan sedl. The
parchment, with awill of its own, uncurled from about the longer tube of fax and lay like some cornice
upon the ragony.

He pulled it out, spread it flat. His elbows on the table, he scanned it. Then he put his head in his
hands. After atime| took it from him.

When | had read it, | passed the parchment to Chayin. It had taken up water from the table, and
some of the words blurred indistinct as if they would disappear from the page. A wayward gust howled
down the flue. The lamps flames cowered.

Ddlin played his part well. After greeting, his message was sparse of words:

My appreciation for my life, and that of my world, aso. Notwithstanding, | mugt, while | do live,
perform my function. Enclosed find maps and intelligence pertinent to that journey which | have been
informed you will undertake. It is my hope that you will accept them in the spirit of the giving, and
take heed to my requests.

Be those men and women you seek dive, | ask you to return them unharmed to us. It is upon me
to discipline my own people. M’tras, or |, or both, would most willingly accompany you, thet they be
bloodlesdy apprehended.

| have long been charged with the care of Tyith's son. | could find no way to broach the subject
under those circumstances you mugt wel remember. | am bound unto that duty. | do not seek reief
of it, but inform you lest you learn it from another and mistake my silence for ill intention.

Predti, nvit tennit. | will be at the Harth’'s Nest upon the Street of Greaves until Decra third fire.”

And at the bottom, above his sedl, he gave Sereth tasa

Chayin threw it. It sailed upon a current, to drift to the floor by my foot. Sereth raised his head and
reached for the fax.

What had the serving gifl seen upon us? She who now leaned againg the hearthside, what could she
have known of us? Were we so set apart now, that any could see it?

And Ddlin, who knew little enough of Sligra that the whole extent of his knowledge might rattle
around in some child’ s thimble, how came he to serve owkahen' swill?

“Will you see him?' asked Chayin, his eyes devouring the mep of that land which no Siligran
cartographer had ever charted.

“No, | have what | need.”

His voice echoed, forlorn, up from the abyss. | touched his arm. He took mein under it. We gave
esch other warmth there, as one can in certain moments when the barriers between spirit and spirit turn
thin with remembered grief.

It has passed now, that aching time for us. The sea has sdved our wounds. We have found new
ways to look upon each other, freed from the shades of loss.

He has said to me, so soft, halding me in the night with the world’s womb rocking us gently, that he
would not have it otherwise, thet he is content.

Chayin bespokeit: If owkahen, or prophecy, or the fathers use us, what of it? If we come to be such
indruments, we shdl do so of our own will. So isit, dways. It is the sdf that predestines, the mind that
compels.



Khys fdl to Edtrazi, knowing that he would. As long as he fought them, that long did he create his
own ending. A man, disoriented, running a dusk in the forest, circles and comes at lagt to that same
brist-shaped rock from which he firg took flight. Had he gotten me with child and presented me pregnant
to my father when firgt | set out to discharge the chadra of the mother, it would have fdlen out the same.
Did he know, then, dl or only part? And how goes such choosing, upon what scales might such decisons
be weighed?

Might we come to learn, upon this shore, of such burdens? Perhaps. It was Khys swill that we come
here. He took time to put his affairs in order. He designated his successor. In deference to some rhythm
heard by his ears only, he passed from us. We must seek what we may.

Sereth and Chayin have sought, assduoudy, in endless evenings of debate, some way to unify those
lands which between them they hold. And they have forged, | think some basis upon which such a dream
might be built. Upon the crdl system, and the fate of chddless in the north, they have shared much
thought. No, they have not wasted this peeceful interlude, and intime dl of Slistrawill taste of its fruit.

In no respect has it been an uneventful journey, but those whim-spawned attacks of nature have
tithed from us no life. We have seen no other ship, nor sgn of man.

Where the currents run warm, not here, surely, the sea abounds with life There is a beast, ditsdike,
that we have named sinetra-€ stet (night shiner). They trave in groups hundreds strong. One full-moon
night, Sereth caled me up to see them. Their rubbings againg the boat had not prepared me. They were
as glowing waves upon the sea. One could have walked upon them, so thick were they, ther coils
shimmering unnamed hues over the waves. They average thrice the length of a man. Ther fanged heads
seem dl jaws and streamers. We caught a amdl one. The streamers, a fringe around the head and upon
the dorsal side, look slken soft. They are barbed and poisonous. | was wdl relieved when we passed
from ther domain, and glad dl that time for the stra plating of the Aknet's hull and her warship’'s
protection. Less glad | am for the likeness of uritheriaat her prow.

Here it is cold, and the snow lies thick and deep. We will sl the coast south, seeking a more
clement port. But they had to behold the rock, to stand there, that they might hear its soundings. Winter
olgticeistwo days gone. We will not hunt M’ ksakkans until spring.

At night the sky is dive with light, behind the Keening Rock of Fai-Teraer Moyhe. This far north,
Sereth has assured me, such digplays are not unusud. He and Chayin are as children, eager to tramp the
woods and find what lives within. And beyond.

Last night, tiring of the night sky’ s fedtiva, he came to me, earlier than has become his custom.

“Cold chase you in?’ | said, putting down the work | had in hand. | had known by the step upon the
dairs. | pulled the brigt pet around me.

“No,” he said, ducking his head in the narrow sairwell. Even bundled in heavy cloak and fur-lined
boots, his movements flowed like fast brook water. Stooping lest he bang his head upon the crossheams,
he threw off the cloak and cautioudy, with a glance upward, straightened up, his hand at the smdl of his
back. “I came to get you out from here, and away from your accursed reminiscences. When the world
freezes as cold as Fai-Teraer Mohye, you will be dill at it. And forever left at it, hunched over your
scribbling. Had | known, when | took you from Khys, of this more inddious rivd, | might not have
bothered.” This last he grunted as he lifted me bodily from where | sat. His fingers upon my arms were
icy shards.

Sill holding me againg him, he plucked a page a random from my pile. | wriggled, away from him
and hischill legthers. “Isthis, truly, what you think of me?” he demanded.

“La meseeit” | sad, feding the flush crawl up my cheeks. “Yes” | admitted. Not before had he
taken interest, muttering that aslong as | did what he required of me, my free time was my own. And little
enough he dlows me. Daly | must face him, and often Chayin, with what weapons they choose. Under
their tutdlage, | have become much improved. And dhara-san, dso does he require of me, that toning of
the body which | have long neglected. “Yes” | repesated.

Not releasing me, he put down the page and took up another. Humor tugged at the corners of his
mouth.

The ship rode a deep swell, setting the oil lamps depending from the beams aswing.



He pulled me with him down upon the dab that serves us for couch in our cramped cabin.

“You sad dl of this” he accused, while the scattering shadows steadied, “yet you have not said what
is important. Child of owkahen, am I? Of my mother and father, so they swore while they lived.” He
relinquished the page and lay back, his hands under his head.

“And what is important that | have not sad?’ | asked, twising upon the narrow pdlet. “I have
spoken of Se'keroth. | have not Ieft it out.”

He groaned as if in agony, and put one hand over his eyes. After a time he spread his fingers and
stared through them.

“Se'keroth, yet. That, little one, was a tde spun of danne and kifra, the maunderings of two men
between battles. That isdl. Come here”

Ftting to him, my cheek upon his shoulder, | fdt it, benesth the thin cushion that makes pdlet of two
unyidding boards. “Yet you keep it,” | sad of the blade secreted there. | wdl recdled it, that stra
draight-blade; its hilt, inlad with titium wire, carved from a angle fire gem; its length and scabbard
chased with the Shaper’s sedl. And it bears, aso, engraved into the blade, a legend in Mi’ysten. And |
recollected that moment | had first looked upon it; and that refrain | had been humming when | closed my
fingers upon its hilt, come to me, unbidden: Se' keroth.

He shrugged. “1 kept your couchbond chald. Those two things are little enough to take, from such
wedth as regts at the Lake of Horns” He rose up on one ebow. His lips touched my closed lids, then
my temples.

“And what, then, have | not said? What is important?’ | whispered, locking my ams around his
neck. His eyes saw deep within me, took pleasure there.

“That such moments as these are made precious,” sad he, solemn, his breath hardly a breeze upon
my cheek, “by what we spend to acquire them. Without suffering and adversity, how would it go? Where
would be the sweetness? And whence would come triumph, but out of 1oss? We create them, ¢i’ves. The
only injudtice is that, too often, we forget what we have done.”

“I think | have said that,” 1 whispered, pulling mysdf up to meet his lips. “But | would gladly add any
words of yours.”

“Say, then, that we are dl bound, the highest no less than the meanest.”

So | say it to you, as he said it to me, from the shores of which none are empowered to speak.

—firg third Orsai, 25,698

Appendix 1

The quotations made by Estri, and by the cahndor and dharen, come from the third ors of Se'keroth,
or what is called the arcane cycle. It isin the find section of this work that the line “Thrice denied and
thrice ddivered” sgnds Laore's passage from the factud to the dlegoricd, a journey which was to
subsequently cost him hislife. The gpplication of current events to such a criticaly obscure and castigating
document was as inevitable a development then as it dill remains; in such a work, where a mirror bright
and clear is created by the author, that the sdf of the reader may shine forth, interpretation remains in the
mind, potentid of the reader, ever transmutable, evanescent, a primary example of Laore's postulated
“Differentiating Unfixed.”

It is not the author’ s purpose here to attempt to determine the vdidity of the Se' keroth legend, nor to
put forth any new theories as to what dlegoricd meenings are contained therein. Too many Smilar
projects have been undertaken, and the resultant confuson from such a large number of theses (each
redolent with biases and politicized to serve its creator’s particular postulates) no more needs another
fragmentizing interpretation than the fathers' fire needs oxygen to burn. The intent here is only to outline
the legend as Laore propounded it; and thudy as Khys bdieved it, that we may consder the extent to
which the dharen’ s actions were affected, indeed at times dictated by and predicated on this belief,

The kernd of the Se'keroth legend isthus the sword was created from the substance of Silistra by a
Superior Entity, presumably an agent of the fathers, in the dawning age of toolmaker-man. (The primary



Se'keroth legend was rendered in the tongue ascribed to the seed-sowers, Sligras fird written
language.)

Se'keroth's magicd nature ensures its possession by those chosen cataytic persondities that shape
each enaling age, dl of whom undergo rigorous purification before the sword fdls into ther hands, a
which time the blade is “retempered and quenched in ice” He who widds Se'keroth is himsdf that
wespon, is himsdf wieded by the same power which transmutes the gross into fine Se'keroth, or the
artifact believed to be this fabled blade, has been dutched in the grasp of every man who has catayzed a
“change of ages.” It has drunk the life of those visonaries repongible for Silistrals three principa spiritua
schools “by their death gifting them with life” The blade has been borne into every Silidran civilization's
hisory by one hero or another, even managing to ingnuae itsdf into the mechanist wars under the aegis
of the dharen Khys.

It was precisdy this cydica manifestation that so concerned Laore, and motivated him to chronicle in
his four-volume epic the momentous changes, spaning nearly the whole of Silidran prehistory, tha the
various agents of Se'keroth had wrought; and to predict the exactitudes of a projected cycle extending
ten times as far into the ages to come, even induding those long periods of dormancy upon which Khys
based his macrocosmic approach in his own work on Se'keroth.

Knowing so intimately the work of Laore (it was Khys who initidly created a schism in the Laonan
church by his reinterpretation of the great adept’s teachings, and who subsequently shaped the Stothric
priesthood into the force it was destined to become), it is no wonder that Khys structured the impending
change of agesin such a way as to make Se'keroth both the ingrument of his own death and projected
martyrdom and to ensure its reception by Sereth aill Tyris his chosen successor not only to know
Sligrabut aso to those shores of which none were heretofore empowered to spesk.

The amilarity between Khys's death and Laore' s cannot be denied, but it is Khys's conscious effort
to evoke congruency which bears the greatest import. Laore predicted his own death by Se'keroth, “at
the hand of one who will by this act seek to discredit me” and true to his word, the manner of his
execution was decreed primarily to cast upon him and his teachings a taint of evil. Se'keroth in its best
understood function being designated as the inculpator of iniquity, it was thought by the tribund that its
use as the weapon of Laore's execution would disprove his dam of sonship; instead, it raised him to a
pinnecle of veneration never equaled by any other Slidran individud. Khys explored at great length in his
papers the influence Se'keroth hed in his decison-making. He was not unaware. In his own annotated
Ors Yrigera are various assgnments of the prophecies contained therein to specific individuas, dates,
and occurrences. Among these are interleaved much more detalled prophecies, often with mathematics
appended, and one concerning the mode of his passing and what sgnificance might be derived therefrom.
Bedde that page there are three dates, one bang Brinar third fourth, 25,697, the actud date of his
demise.

Appendix 2

A biographica sketch of the dharen Khys, born Khys Enmies, pre-hide year 2831, presents certain
problems, not the least of these being the sheer volume of noteworthy accomplishments with which he is
credited, coupled with the fact that mogt of the fertile periods of the dharen's life have been esewhere
chronicled to a depth not even to be attempted in this brief sketch.

His birth, 760 years after the demise of Laore & Fa Teraer-Moyhe and 738 years from the
publication of that one's Forewarnings, was the source of grest tribulation and scandd to the prestigious
Enmies family. Khys's mother, Ismarah, after enduring ten years of psychiatric trestment (demanded by
her spouse, Braese, and ceded him by the courts after an interview with the lady in question, during
which she refused to recant her insupportable postion that the son she bore was not Braese's, but rather
of supernatura Sring), was remanded into the care of the Stoth priesthood, whose dogma she embraced
with ever-increasing fervor until her suicide in 2149, on the day fdlowing Khys's eighteenth birthday.
Khys s father, twice respoused since the judgment of incurable insanity againg his fird mate, at that time
goplied consgderable paliticd pressure to regain custody of his son from the Stothric church, but to no



aval. lsmarah, though adjudged unsound of mind, had delayed her lifé's terminaion until the boy had
reached the age of consent, until, in fact, she had witnessed Khys's assumption of his Laonan vows and
his consecration as a Stoth neophyte.

It was possibly this attempt upon Braese's part to “secularize’ his firgborn and force the boy into
assuming the respongbilities of the Enmies fortune that resulted in Khys's dramatic assgnment of his
consderable inheritance to the Stothric priesthood upon his lay-father’s death, which occurred in a
sudden and catastrophic yachting accident that killed not only Braese but dl other daimants to the
Enmies wedth exactly five years after Khys s mother’s passng.

It was at thispoint in time, Cetet, 2154, tha the youthful Stoth initiate made the acquaintance of the
Dardti-trained Gyneth Frein and her brother Wider, the former to become, ax passes later, his life mate,
and the latter his coexperimenter and confidant during those years of Khys's absorption with the life
stiences that lad the foundations for ther joint discovery of the Sligran serums just prior to
Haroun-Vhass.

Upon that discovery, the Stoth priest, now fully confirmed and entered into his adeptship, went
before the Mechanist Union with a proposa to digtribute the drug, which retards deterioration of cdll
generations and extends the number of such replications per organism as wdl as conferring extensve
immunities, throughout the thirty-seven nations. The Union, caught up in its wars and fadng seemingly
endless famines and profligate overpopulation, not only refused to embrace the project but pressed
through an injunction againg private didribution of the serums outsde of the Stoth hierarchy itsf,
dlowing this exemption for two reasons. firdly, the serums had aready been digtributed within the Stoth
priesthood, which was to a great extent a gatic, nonreproducing population (the schism of the Laonan
fath, though aready pronounced, had been contained by those concerned; the replicating priests had
been neither excommunicated nor denounced, and by such time as this move was contemplated,
Haroun-V hass aborted its completion); and secondly, the Union feared the power of the Stoths, who had
not declined to infiltrate the power structures of the Mechanist Nations.

Indl things, the Laonan fath had retained sovereignty over itsdf and its doings; if she had not done
30, | would not write this today. Exempt from secular law and court proceedings, freed of dl tithing
obligations to dtate, bolstered by such economic bestowas as Khys's own gift of the Enmies
transnationd cartels, it was the Stoth brotherhood which conceived and constructed the hide system.
None ese could have accomplished it, gained the waivers of right-of-way, damed the exemptions to tax
that made the project economicaly feasible, and coordinated such a gargantuan undertaking. Left to any
secular force, the underground life-support complexes would have aborted, lain falow under miles of
factiondism and profit-loss, perhaps languishing half-completed, afind mute memorid to the race of man,
untenanted, while Haroun-V hass destroyed usdl.

During that period of intense and singleminded concentration, Khys and his mate grew digtant.
Gyneth, childless by choice, had not chosen to embrace Khys s reinterpretation of Laore' s teechings, she
dung to the old ways, the cdibacy, the fatdiam, of the consarvative Laonans, though Stoth and digible,
she refused the serums, and by so doing refuted the work of both her brother and her life mate. Thus it
came to be that she stood on the one side of the schism and they on the other. Because it would have
been a repudiation of her own fath to break the lifeemate bond, she did not dissassociate hersdf from
Khys, nor seek quarters elsewhere, but ther rdaionship grew greatly strained, disntegrating entirdly
when Khys and Wider together contrived to surreptitioudy adminigter the longevity serums to her. From
that time onward, though she lived in close contact with her brother and cohabited Khys's bed, she
spoke no word to them other than those Smple exchanges necessary to maintain civility—indeed, up urtil
the ondaught of the Find Passes, when Khys sat off with Wider and some few others to regan
Se' keroth from across the sea, she kept her slence.

Upon ther return, triumphant, they found a note ceding her hide place, to which was appended a
short and heartfet prayer for ther ering spirits. She took nothing, she left no trace, she medy
disappeared among the multitudinous doomed.

Khys from that time ongoing took no woman in couchbond until the advent of Estri, choosng instead
to indigate the common-holding practice, by which means he produced close to a hundred children.



His trestment of Edtri, though harsh by Slisran secular standards, was neither unusud nor
unconscionable by the pre-hide Laonan doctrines into which he was born, but rather an attempt on his
pat (despite her unknowing dtate) to enter her into the Eleventh Embrasure of dhara-san, tha
transcendent sexud ritudization that Egtri refers to as the “hermaphroditic match,” and to which, perhaps
undergandably, she faled to respond. His notes upon this subject are extensve. He fdt that by this
means aone could he dude the fathers who so assduoudy stalked him. His predictions as to the results
should hefal to achieve such a match were borne out to the letter. Among these was Meditation on the
Nature of Death, from which comes the falowing quote:

... the vioence of expulson from the womb, the firg blow tha attends the drawing of
bresth—how may we know these things? What is thought, while wombbound, of the terrors soon to
be faced: the beginnings of life? Perhaps there is a corrate here; the violent entry into flesh, and the
precipitous evacuation of it, might these seemings truly be only a diversty of expression of the same
principle? For mysdf, | must conceive it not as the Find mydery, but the penultimate. Come early,
come late; come with expectation and preparation; come empty-handed and guildess like a child; dl
come to the abyss, therein to partake of the definition of life, the catalyst death () which ends one
sentence even as it Sgnifies the beginnings of the next. And if, perchance, some will adjudge me
overanxious, then let it be so. Those answers | seek can no longer be found in this flesh that trundles
me about like some fathful beast of burden; and like that fleshbeast, though it might at first resent
idleness enforced and run the length of its pasture peering over the fence at the young beasts come
laboring down the road, thinking dl the while of its years of service rendered, craving the fed of
harness once more chafing its hide, it knows, in its heart of hearts, that strength spent is irretrievable
but as interest accrued in memory. And might he not then turn his head from that road, and sniff with
white-haired muzzle dong his own joints, worn past renewa, and wonder & it dl: that which has
gone and that ill to come, and therein find a road whose twids are never-ending and whose
boundaries eude the vison free of fence and gate? | shdl see.

—at Edri’srequest: Carth

Glossary
S= Sligran & = Stothric Y = Yhrillya P = Parset

archeon: (S) A splay-footed, cursive-horned herbivore, the archeon prefers swamp and marsh and is the
indigenous Gaeshir herd beast. Larger than denter but smdler than gaen, the archeon thrives both in
a domesticated state and wild in prodigious numbers among the wallows and sedges so prevadent
dong the southern Karir-Thoss. The Gaeshir highly prize the archeon, and lavish upon their beasts dl
manner of consideration. A man of Galesh, when assessing the substantidity of a stranger newly met,
looks fird to his archeon and the opulence of itsfittings

archite: (P) Beryl-toned igneous rock, often veined with gold or blue, which takes and retains a
high-gloss finish and is prevalent in decorative stonework and in statuary. Archite ranks with
omithdum as the mogt predtigious of architecturd stone, and is widdy employed in Silidran
adminidraive structures, aswel asin the homes of those of means.

Cetet: (S) The nineth pass of the Slistran caendar.

chald: (S) (Stothric: spirit-bond.) A bt of chains commonly soldered around the waist.

ci'ves: (S) A ardl furred predator common in the Sihaen-1gtet hills and in Nin Shaen itsdlf, where it is
not unusud to find three or four ¢’ves in a household. There they earn their reputation as taismans,
keeping their masters holdings free of ditsas. Although the ¢i’ ves makes an degant and devoted pet,
and aso by its very odor discourages the establishment of yit colonies in keeps that it prowls as its
own, it is this natural antipathy to ditsas that has earned the ¢i’ves its place in the hearts of the
Shaenese, for whom the ditsais a ubiquitous and often deadly peril.



Coryf-denne: (C) The Coryf-denne entered provisondly into and at length withdrew from the Bi-pidd
Federate Trade Union upon the grounds that insufficdent amilarities in physology and culture context
outweighed whatever potentid vaue existed in the “satigtion of curiogty and mentaity between two
such diversdly evolved intdligences,” thereby grouping dl the Bipedd Federate members into one
phylum, a which point further attempts to dissuade them were discontinued by unanimous vote.

Decra: (S) Twdfth pass of the Slisran calendar.

Dydian chromatic: (S) The Dydian chromatic derives from the Slidran Parent Scale, that tond
organization from which the diverse scales and tondities used in Slisran music are Jorung:

Parent Scale
However, as may be obvious, the Parent Scale is not a key center from which diatonic
relaionships can evolve. Native Slidran songs are based on “randomly” selected, mathematicaly
aranged notes (Scion Scales). One of the most common of these Scion Scaes is the Dydian
chrométic:
Dydian chromatic (derivative)

Dyri-yiil: (S) A Centra Clusgters resort world, possessed of four smdl atmosphere-Deding satellites who
crcumnavigate her while shein turn negotiates a satdy figure eight about the two stars thet share her
attentions.

Fai-Teraer Moyhe: (Stothric: Cove of Resurrection; literdly, fa, to begin agan; teraer, birfh; moyhe,
inlet.) The physcd characteristics of Fai-Teraer Moyhe as ddinegted in the text fit with exactitude
those of the fabled spot upon which the adept Laore was disemboweled after being convicted of
necromancy, heresy, and sedition; and from which he rose whole of form seVen days later to begin
the did ogues with his waiting adherents, which were to form the bases of Stothric thought in the ages
to come. It is legend tha upon his reemergence from the sea, he looked about hm and the
proponents of hisfaith numbered only forty-two. Of these, only haf remained through thet first night,
the fainthearted being frightened away by aterrible keening that came out of that moonless darkness,
and of which Laore said: “What you hear isthe last sound and the first. Go if you will, but know that
from this place there is no escape, but only return, and from this song no respite, but for the deaf and
the dead.” And upon the sun’s rigng, those who had accepted on fath Laore's explanation woke to
find that he had spoken the truth, for they saw before them the pierced spire of the Keening Rock,
about whose base were strewn forty-two severed ears, struck off each pair by its owner’s own hand
as prelude to ther crazed and craven flight.

hase-enor: (S) “Of dl fleh,” the purported god of Sligras long-standing genetic-mixing policy—a
homogeneous sngle race,-one whose genedlogy includes every bloodline ill manifet upon the
planet; a thoroughly admixed individud.

hest: (S) To bend or twigt naturd law to serve the will; to command by mind; to cause a probability not
inherent in the time to manifest. (The line between hesting and shaping is somewhat difficult to define
when highly skilled individuds are concerned. The rule of thumb is held to be thus if naturd lav must
be remade or totaly superseded, as in creating a permanent object such as afruit or a dar, one is
shaping. If one is amply controlling an aready exising object or event, as would be the case if one
caused afruit or star dready in existence to dter its behavior but not its structure, one is hesting. The
fruit or star one moves to the right or the left or higher in the sky by will would not have behaved in
that fashion, but is dill the same star or fruit as was a naturd inhabitant of the time before the hest was
goplied. If one, on the other hand, creates fruit or star, one has brought into the time, by a suspension
of naturd law, that which heretofore did not exist. One shapes matter. One hests time) In usage,
bringing in a hest, affecting probability.

Haroun-Vhass: (Stothric: fdl of man.) The cataclysm precipitated by Silidgra’s thirty-seven mechanist
nations; according to Laore, the find deansing of the “prehuman” protomen. (“From the bowels of
the earth will the race soring forth anew, freed of dl self-aggrandizement that has gone before. He
who harnessed the wind and despoiled the seas and neutered the earth will perish by his own
hand—in truth, he will fdl from the skies over which in dduson he has premaurdy camed
sovereignty.”—Forewarnings, pre-hide year 2093.)



ijiyr: (Y) Yhrillyan tond synthesizer, possessed of both strings and keyboard, dlowing multiple attack
and wave vaidion, even to a sdf-contained phasing and digitd dday capability. Formerly displayed
eectronic syntheszers (the M’ ksakkan and Torth devices) have hdd little fascination for Slidran
muddans ther bulk and complexity emphasizing their distant and, for some, putative propinquity
with musicd indruments as Slidrans are willing to concalve them. The ijiyr, however, sdf-contained,
compact, and versdile, has evoked interest in many circles. The Musicians Seven have, a the time
of thiswriting, entered into negotiations with Trasyi of Yhrillya to acquire, on loan, this insrument for
further study.

krit: (S) A tree-dwdling, furred Slisran mammd. Krits “fly” from branch to branch by launching
themsdvesinto a spread-legged glide, facdilitated by the webbing or flgps of skin that connect its four
sx-toed appendages. A fruit-and-nut eater, the krit, whether bush-, yit-, or stub-tailed, hibernates in
winter. Wesather diviners and woodsmen dike profess to be able to adjudge the length and severity
of gpproaching winter by the krits' autumnd preparations.

lake-born: (S) An individud procreated according to the guiddines set down by the dharen Khysin an
attempt to dabilize “dedirable traits’; in effect, those double-bred and inbred scions of the Shapers
gpawn. It is not unusud for a lake-born to be able to count among his progenitors two or three of
Khys's own children, or even two parent connections to a sngle dharener or council member.

litir: (S) The ubiquitous Slidran stringed indrument; usudly possessed of thirty-two frets (but sometimes
fretless). The scale length, body configuration, and octave range of litirs vary gregtly, theinduson into
this class of ingrument being determined by the presence of a soft-wood sounding board joined to an
extended neck from whose tip drings of metd, web, or gut are stretched. The one differentiating
factor between the class litir and its coudin, risdr, is that a rissr must be bowed, while a litir may be
plucked or struck, but never sounded by use of another device that is stringed; hence, a “standing
rssr’ and a “standing litir,” though to eye and ear not dissmilar, are considered by muscdans only
digantly related.

luricrium: (S) A highly malegble, ductile metd, grayish black in color, used as a cadys in metdlurgy
(luricrium sdlts) and in jewdry, luricrium is highly conductive and considered “rare,” dthough it occurs
naturdly in deposits of up to 10 percent purity in those areas previoudy exposed to highrintensty
fisson reactions.

Nin Shaen: (S) Slisra s most westerly city, Nin Shaen lies above hide crill, amid the Shhaen-Igtet hills
beyond the Karir-Thoss river. From the Sihaen-1stet, she receives stra ore and some gemstones for
trading, but remains (as she has been snce her founding), a self-contained economy, as much
because of her inconvenient and isolated location as from any conscious or predicated atempt on the
part of her Well-K egpress to mantain her dependent city in its reclusive, hermitica posture.

ogri-anra: (Parset: “returning of moons”) A method of cagting razor-moons which obliges the weapon
to describe a cirdle and return to the hand that cast it. The object in ogri-anra is not to embed the
razor-moon in the target, but to touch-strike with suffident force to mark, but lightly enough not to
dter the moon-caster’s trgjectory. The greatest difficulty of the game is not, as might be expected,
encountered in causing the razor-moon to perform in the desired manner, but in redaiming it without
harm to one’'s own hand. To this end, thick parr gauntlets with stra-armored pams are often used
while honing one's ill. In moon-casters  circles, however, use of these protections in actud
competition is consdered an admisson of cowardice, a negative assessment by the moon-caster of
his own prowess. (The type of razor-moon used in ogri-anra is without exception the crescent; only
afool would put areturning cast on afull disk.)

ornithalum: (P) An igneous rock, cerulean to azure in tone, quarried dmost exdusvey in the southern
regions. Prized both for its permanence and its beauty, ornithdum remains the most prestigious
materid (exempting gol) for structurd art.

Orsai: (S) Thefird pass of the Slisran calendar; the pass of winter solstice, which occurs ether on firgt
fird or on firg second Orsai.

razor-moon: (S) Although the variations of razor-moons are extensve, we will discuss here the two
magor types. theful disk, or one-way razor-moon; and the crescent, or returning.



Thefull-disk razor-moon, like its cousin the crescent, may be made of ather sted or dtra. It isin
generd samdler, never exceeding a hand’ s width in diameter. The centrd thickness of the full disk may
be up to fifty times that of the honed outer edge, which has no “grip” or blunt area by which the moon
may be caught or grasped, meking it, unlike the crescent, a weapon againg which there is little or no
defense. The full disk is an exceptiondly lethd weapon, and in competition is never cast agang an
opponent, but only at an inanimate target.

The crescent moon, sharpened dong every edge but the outermost centrd mid-curve, varies in
gze but is sldom smdler than the full disk or larger than twice that in diameter. Because of its
“reurning” qualities, it is favored for compstitive sport but seldom used in combat Stutations, where
one runs the risk of finding one’'s own projectile caught by the enemy and launched back upon the
cadter.

Razor-moons remain basicdly a boot-sheathed weapon, athough some moon-casters have latey
begun bearing them in arm-scabbards that hold five or gx of the smdler variety strapped to the
forearm.

Se' keroth: () The legendary blade of which Laore wrote, and with which, by dl accounts, he was dain.
The premechanist legend of the sword of severance differs quite markedly from the four-volume epic
the Stoth adept produced in his youth, and which was later used as evidence againg him in his trid
and subsequent condemnations, but it is Laore's verson, subsumed with revolution and reveldion,
that is quoted in the text. (See Appendix 1) The blade itsdf—Sekeroth of the fire.gemmed
hilt—was reclamed by Khys a great persond peril in the last pass before the onset of
Haroun-Vhass. With 9x lesser priests, he crossed the Embrodming and liberated the sword from the
Brinjiin Laonan Museum, in the midgt of that enemy’s capital. The escapade has never been subject
to procedura documentation, but Khys, who in many respects emulated Laore both in his life and his
death, risked his hide-place to acquire the blade, which he beieved was the genuine artifact. His own
research and attempt at documentation of the sword's authenticity is extensve and available under
thetitle Se' keroth: The Motif of Catalysis.

“ &' keroth, dired

b’ estet Se'keroth” : () “Se'keroth, light from out of darkness by the sword of severance’; the legend
sad to be inscribed upon the blade of that fabled weapon; an ostensble smplification of the
gphorism “reduction/resolution” that pervaded early Stothric attempts to deduce the relationship of
substance to matter.

Shaen-Istet; (S) Those hills said to be the birthplace of mankind, once in mid-continent, but snce
Haroun-V hass the continental perimeter; the western shores.

snetra-€ stet: (S) The sea denizen discovered by the Menetpher vessel Aknet on her journey to the
eastern wilderness, a prognathic sea sfitsa, venomous and luminous, that abounds in the northeastern
Embrodming.

sort: (S) (n.) The probabilities inherent in a specific moment of time; those dternate futures available to
one trained to seek them.

sort: (S) (v.) To “sort” probability; to determine in advance the resultant probabilities from postulated
actions.

taernite: (S) A vaiety of the minerd SIO,, brown to red-brown in color; an attractive and proliferate
building stone, of little worth upon Siligtra, but highly prized by some B.F. planets where dlicon strata
isnot common.

Yhrillya: (Y) A provisondly entered planet presenting auditing of the B.F. worlds, possessed of a highly
advanced mechanis culture about which little is known.

zesser: (S) A lefy green vegetable with a high sodium content, zesser grows close to the ground in round
heads and prefers sony soil in a temperate dimate.

Silistran Calendar
pass of winter solgtice Orsa



Tisera
Ca
Macara
Detarsa
Jcar
Finara

pass of ummer solstice  Amarsa
Cetet
Enar
Brinar
Decra
Siseen
Laord



