Tarma and Ket hry
An I ntroduction

Tarma and Kethry were created because heroic fantasy was finally "com ng of
age," not the | east because of people like Marion Zi mrer Bradley and her Sword
and Sorceress anthol ogies, but | saw two probl ens.

The first-nost of the stories were about brawny Ctn*n types, strong like bull,
dunb |ike ox, iron-thewed and not sonething you'd invite to a nice restaurant.
The renmai nder were equal ly divided between the incredibly depressing eternally
doonmed hero type, and the fenale counterpart to the C'n*n type. Troubl e was,
the latter seened to share her male counterpart's taste in wonen.

M nd you, | have no personal objection to this, but | thought it would be nice
to have at |east one token heterosexual female hero. And hey, not every
fantasy hero or heroine has to be as highly sexed as nost of the then-current
crop seened to be!

So | invented Tarma and Kethry. Tarma is celibate, chaste, and altogether
asexual ; Kethry isn't, and though she doesn't think with her hornones, she
definitely is fond of nen.

Two books (three if you count the beginning of By the Sword) and nany short
stories later, things have changed for the better, insofar as there is now a
vast cornucopi a of books and stories in heroic fantasy, which incorporate a
vast spectrum of heroes and heroines, but I'mstill glad | invented Tanna and
Ket hry. Figuring out ways to get themin trouble and getting them out again
has been highly entertaining for all concerned.

This is the very first appearance of Tarma and Kethry, and how t hey net.
distinctly remenber presenting this and a second Tarma and Kethry story to
Marion in person. The occasion was just before one of her Fantasy Worlds
Festival conventions, and | had volunteered to be "go-fer nmom-1 was going to
see to it that all her eager young volunteers ate and slept regularly. Wich I
did, with a hammer, when necessary. But beforehand, Marion had invited ne to

cone to her home, | had already sold her nmy first professional sale (a
Dar kover story), and | wanted very nuch to be accepted into the Sword and
Sor ceress anthol ogi es. | brought both manuscripts with ne-after first asking

perm ssion!-and presented themto her with nuch trepidation

"I don't know about the first one," |I said hesitantly. "It's kind of 'rape and
revenge,' and | know you're tired of that." She just waved ne off and took
possessi on of the manuscri pts.

Li sa Waters (her secretary and protegee) and | were making tea in the kitchen
when "Damm you, Msty!" rang out fromthe living room Certain that | had
somehow of fended her, | ran to find out what it was | had done wong so |
could try to nake anends.

As it turned out, what | had done was not wong, but | had presented her with
a dilema. She liked both stories, and wanted both of them and could only
publ i sh one!

Gddily | told her to hang on to the second one; | was certain there would be
a Sword and Sorceress |V. Since the volume nunbers are now up in the high
teens, you can see that | was right. The second story was published in Vol une
IV, and | later sold two Tarma and Kethry books to DAW But this is how the
two net in the first place.



SWORD- SWORN

The air inside the gathering-tent was hot, although the evening breeze that
occasionally stole inside the closed tent flap and touched Tarma's back was
chill, like a sword's edge laid along her spine. This high-desert country
cool ed off quickly at night, not like the Clan's grazing grounds down in the
grass plains. Tarma shivered; for confort's sake she'd | ong since renoved her
shirt and now, |ike nost of the others in the tent, was attired only in her
vest and breeches. In the light of the lanps Tarma's O ansfol k | ooked I|ike
living versions of the gaudy patterns they wove into their rugs.

Her brother-uncle Kefta neared the end of his sword-dance in the mddle of the
tent. He performed it only rarely, on the nost special of occasions, but this
occasi on warranted cel ebration. Never before had the nen of the Can returned
fromthe Sumrer Horsefair |aden with so much gold-it was nearly three times
what they'd hoped for. There was war a-brew ng sonewhere, and as a consequence
hor ses had conmanded nore than prine prices. The Shin-'"a'in hadn't argued with
their good fortune. Now their new wealth glistened in the Iight of the oi
lanps, lying in a shining heap in the center of the tent for all of the Can
of the Stooping Hawk to rejoice over. Tonorrow it would be swiftly converted
into salt and herbs, grain and | eather, netal weapons and staves of true,

strai ght-grained wood for | oonms and arrows (all things the Shin"a'in did not
produce thensel ves) but for this night, they would admire their short-term
weal th and cel ebrate.

Not all that the men had earned lay in that shining heap. Each man who'd
undertaken the journey had earned a special share, and nost had brought back
gifts. Tarma stroked the necklace at her throat as she breathed in the scent
of clean sweat, incense, and the sentl ewbod perfume nost of her O an had

anoi nted thensel ves with. She glanced to her right as she did so, surprised at
her flash of shyness. Dharin seened to have all his attention fixed on the
whirling figure of the dancer, but he intercepted her glance as if he'd been
watching for it, and his normally sol emm expression vani shed as he smled
broadly. Tarma bl ushed, then nade a face at him He grinned even nore, and
pointedly | owered his eyes to the necklace of carved amber she wore, curved
claws alternating with perfect beads. He'd brought that for her, evidence of
his trading abilities, because (he said) it matched her gol den skin. That
she'd accepted it and was wearing it tonight was token that she'd accepted him

as well. When Tarma finished her sword-training, they'd be bonded. That woul d
be in two years, perhaps less, if her progress continued to be as rapid as it
was now. She and Dharin dealt with each other very well indeed, each being a

perfect counter for the other. They were long-tine friends as well as |overs.

The dancer ended his performance in a cal culated spraw, as though exhausted.
H s audi ence shouted their approval, and he rose fromthe carpeted tent floor
beam ng and dripping with sweat. He flung hinself down anong his fanily,
accepting with a nod of thanks the danp towel handed to himby his youngest
son. The plaudits faded gradually into chattering; as last to perform he would
pi ck the next.

After a long draft of wine he finally spoke, and his choice was no surprise to
anyone. "Sing, Tarma," he said.

H s choice was appl auded on all sides as Tarma rose, brushed back her |ong
ebony hair, and picked her way through the crowded bodi es of her Cansfolk to
take her place in the center.

Tarma was no kind of beauty; her features were too sharp and hawkli ke, her
body too boyishly slender; and well she knew it. Dharin had often joked when
they lay together that he never knew whet her he was beddi ng her or her sword.



But the Goddess of the Four Wnds had granted her a voice that was nore than
conpensation, a voice that was unmatched anong the O ans. The Shin'a'in, whose
hi story was mainly contained in song and story, valued such a voice nore than
preci ous nmetals. Such was her value that the shanman had taught her the arts of
reading and witing, that she mght the nore easily learn the ancient |ays of
ot her peoples as well as her own.

| mpi shly, she had decided to pay Dharin back for maki ng her blush by singing a
tale of totally faithless |Iovers, one that was a O an favorite. She had only
just begun it, the musicians picking up the key and beginning to foll ow her
when unl ooked-for disaster struck.

Audi bl e even over the singing cane the sound of tearing cloth; and arnored
men, seeningly dozens of them poured howing through the ruined tent walls to
fall upon the stunned nomads. Mst of the Can were all but weaponl ess-but the
Shin"a'in were warriors by tradition as well as horsebreeders. There was not
one of them above the age of nine that had not had at |east some training.
They shook off their shock quickly, and every nenber of the Can that could
sei zed what ever was nearest and fought back with the fierceness of any
cornered wld thing.

Tarma had her paired daggers and a throwing spike in a wist sheath-the |ast
was quickly lost as she hurled it with deadly accuracy through the visor of

t he nearest bandit. He screeched, dropped his sword, and clutched his face,

bl ood pouring between his fingers. One of her cousins snatched up the
forgotten blade and gutted himwith it. Tarma had no tinme to see what ot her
use he made of it; another of the bandits was bearing down on her and she had
barely enough tinme to draw her daggers before he closed with her

A dagger, even two of them rarely nakes a good defense agai nst a | onger

bl ade, but fighting in the tent was cranped, and the bandit found hinmself at a
di sadvantage in the close quarters. Though Tarma's hands were shaking wth
excitement and fear, her mind stayed cool and she nmanaged to get himto trap
his own bl ade | ong enough for her to plant one of those daggers in his throat.
He gurgled hoarsely, then fell, narrowWy mnissing inprisoning her beneath him
She wrenched the sword fromhis still-clutching hands and turned to find

anot her foe.

She saw with fear that the invaders were easily w nning the unequal battle;
that despite a gallant defense with such inprovi sed weapons as rugs and hair
ornanents, despite the fact that nore than one of the bandits was wounded or
dead, her people were rapidly falling before their enem es. The bandits were
arnored; the Shin'a'in were not. That was making a telling difference. Qut of
the corner of one eye she could see a pair of them dropping their weapons and
sei zi ng worren- and around her she could hear the shrieks of children, the
harsher cries of adults-

But there was another fighter facing her now, his face bl ood- and
sweat - streaked, and she forced herself not to hear, to think only of the
nmonent and her opponent as she'd been taught.

She parried his thrust with the dagger she still held and nade a slash at his
neck. The fighting had thinned now, and she couldn't hope to use the sane
tactics that had worked before. He countered it in a leisurely fashion and
turned the counter into a return stroke with carel ess ease that sent her
writhing out of the way of the blade's edge. She wasn't quite fast enough-he
left a long score on her ribs. The cut wasn't deep or dangerous, but it hurt
and bled freely. She stunmbled over a body-friend or foe, she didn't notice,
and only barely evaded his blade a second tinme. He toyed with her, his face
splitting in an ugly grin as he saw how tired she was becom ng. Her hands were



shaki ng now, not with fear, but with exhaustion. She was so weary she failed
to notice the little circle of three or four bandits that had forned around
her, and that she was the only Shin"a'in still fighting. He nmade a pass;
before she had tinme to realize it was nmerely a feint, he'd gotten inside her
guard and swatted her to the ground as the flat of his blade connected with
the side of her head, the edges cutting into her scalp, searing |like hot
irons. He'd swuing the bl ade full-force-she fought off unconsci ousness as her
hands reflexively |l et her weapons fall and she coll apsed. Hal f-stunned, she
tried to punch, kick, and bite (in spite of nausea and a di zzi ness that kept
threatening to overwhel mher): he began battering at her face and head with
heavy, massive fists.

He connected one tine too many, and she felt her legs give out, her arns fal
hel pl essly to her sides. He |laughed, then threw her to the floor of the tent,
i nches away fromthe body of one of her brothers. She felt his hands tearing
of f her breeches; she tried to get her knee into his groin, but the |ast of
her strength was |ong gone. He | aughed again and settled his hands al npst

| ovingly around her neck and began to squeeze. She clawed at the hands, but he
was too strong; nothing she did nade himrel ease that ever-tightening grip.
She began to thrash as her chest tightened and her lungs cried out for air.
Her head seemed about to explode, and reality narrowed to the desperate
struggle for a single breath. At last, nercifully, blackness clained her even
as he began to thrust hinmself brutally into her

The only sound in the violated tent was the steady droning of flies. Tarma
opened her right eye-the left one was swollen shut-and stared dazedly at the
ceiling. When she tried to swallow, her throat how ed in protest, she gagged,
and nearly choked. Wi npering, she rolled onto one side. She found she was
staring into the sightless eyes of her baby sister, as flies fed greedily at
t he pool of blood congealing beneath the child' s head.

She vomited up what little there was in her stonach, and nearly choked to
death in the process. Her throat was swollen al nost conmpletely shut.

She dragged hersel f to her knees, her head spinning dizzily, her stomach
threatening to enpty itself again of what it didn't contain. As she | ooked
around her, and her mnd took in the magnitude of disaster, something within
her parted with a nearly audi bl e snap

Every nmenber of the Can, fromthe ol dest gray-hair to the youngest infant,
had been brutally and net hodi cally slaughtered. The sight was nore than her
dazed mind could bear. Mst of her ran screaming to hide in a safe, dark
ment al corner; what was | eft coaxed her body to its feet.

A few rags of her vest hung from her shoul ders; there was bl ood runni ng down
her thighs and her |o0ins ached sharply, echoing the pounding pain in her head.
More bl ood had dried all down one side, sonme of it fromthe cut along her
ribs, sone that of her foes or her O ansfolk. Her hand rose of its own accord
to her tenple and found her long hair sticky and hard with dried bl ood matting
it into clunmps. The pain of her head and the nausea that seemed |linked with it
overwhel med any other hurt, but as her hand drifted absently over her face, it
felt strange, swollen and puffy. Had she been able to see it, she would not
have recogni zed even her own reflection, her face was so battered. The part of
her that was still thinking sent her body to search for sonething to cover her
nakedness. She found a pair of breeches-not her own, they were rmuch too big-
and a vest, both flung into corners as worthless. Her eyes slid unseeing over
t he huddl ed, nude bodies that m ght have been the previous wearers. Then the
thread of direction sent her to retrieve the clan banner fromwhere it stil
hung on the centerpole.



Clutching it in one hand, she found herself outside the gathering-tent. She
stood dumbly in the sun for several |ong nonents, then nmoved trancelike toward
the nearest of the famly tents. They, too, had been ransacked, but at | east
there were no bodies in them The raiders had found little to their taste
there, other than the odd bit of jewelry. Only a Shin'a'in would be interested
in the kinds of tack and personal gear of a Shin'a'in-and anyone not of the

G ans found trying to sell such would find hinself with several inches of
Shin"a'in steel in his gut. Apparently the bandits knew this.

She found a halter and saddl epad in one of the nearer tents. The rest of her
crouched in its mnd-corner and gi bbered. She wept soundl essly when it
recogni zed the tack by its tooling as having been Dharin's.

The brigands had not been able to steal the horses-the Shin'a'in let themrun
free and the horses were trained nearly frombirth to come only to their
riders. The sheep and goats had been scattered, but the goats were guardian
enough to reunite the herds and protect themin the absence of shepherds-and
in any case, it was the horses that concerned her now, not the other aninals.
Tarma managed a senbl ance of her whistle with her swollen, cracked lips;
Kessira came trotting up eagerly, snorting with distaste at the snell of bl ood
on her mistress. Her hands, swollen, stiff, and painful, were clumsy with the
harness, but Kessira was patient while Tarma struggled with the straps, not
even tossing her gray head in an effort to avoid the hackanore as she usually
di d.

Tarma sormehow dragged herself into the saddle; there was another O an canped
less than a day's ride away. She |lunped the banner in front of her, pointed
Kessira in the right direction, and gave her the set of signals that neant
that her mstress was hurt and needed hel p. That accomplished, the dregs of
directing intelligence receded into hiding with the rest of her, and the
ghastly ride was endured in a conplete state of blankness.

She never knew when Kessira wal ked into the canp with her broken, bl eeding

m stress slunped over the C an banner. No one there recogni zed her- they only
knew she was Shin'a'in by her coloring and costune. She never realized that
she I ed a woul d-be rescue party all the way back to the ruined canp before
col | apsi ng over Kessira's neck. The shanman and Heal ers eased her off the back
of her mare, and she never felt it, nor did she feel their mnistrations. For
seven days and nights she lay silent, never noving, eyes either closed or
staring fixedly into space. The Healers feared for her life and sanity, for a
Shin"a'in C anless was one w t hout purpose.

But on the norning of the eighth day, when the Healer entered the tent in

whi ch she lay, her head turned and the eyes that net his were once again
bright with intelligence.

Her |ips parted. "Where-?" she croaked, her voice uglier than a raven's cry.
"Liha'irden," he said, setting down his burden of broth and medicine. "Your
nane? We could not recognize you, only the banner-" he hesitated, unsure of
what to tell her.

"Tarma," she replied. "What of-ny Can- Deer's Son?"

"Gone." It would be best to tell it shortly. "W gave themthe rites as soon
as we found them and brought the herds and goods back here. You are the |ast

of the Hawk's Children."

So her nenory was correct. She stared at hi mwordl essly.



At this time of year the entire Can travel ed together, |eaving none at the
grazi ng-grounds. There was no doubt she was the sole survivor.

She was taking the news calmy-too calmy. He did not like it that she did not
weep. There was nmadness lurking within her; he could feel it with his Healer's
senses. She wal ked a thin thread of sanity, and it would take very little to
cause the thread to break. He dreaded her next question

It was not the one he had expected. "My voice- what ails it?"

" Sonet hi ng broken past nendi ng,
sing less than a nmonth ago.

he replied regretfully-for he had heard her

"So." She turned her head to stare again at the ceiling. For a noment he
feared she had retreated i nto nmadness, but after a pause she spoke again.

"I cry bl ood-feud," she said tonel essly.

When the Healer's attenpts at dissuading her failed, he brought the C an
El ders. They reiterated all his argunments, but she remrained silent and
seem ngly deaf to their words

"You are only one-how can you hope to acconplish anything?" the C annother
said finally. "They are many, seasoned fighters, and crafty. Wat you : w sh
to do is hopel ess before it begins."

Tarma stared at themwi th stony eyes, eyes that did not quite conceal the fact
that her sanity was questionable.

"Most inportantly,” said a voice fromthe tent door, "You have called what you
have no right to call."

The shaman of the Can, a vigorous woman of late m ddl e age, stepped into the
healer's tent and dropped gracefully beside Tarma's pallet to sit
cross-1 egged.

"You know well only one Sword Sworn to the Warrior can cry bl ood-feud," she
said calmy and evenly.

"I know," Tarma replied, breaking her silence. "And | wish to take Cath."

It was a Shin'a'in tenet that no person was any holier than any other, that
each was a priest in his own right. The shaman ni ght have the power of nagic,
m ght al so be nore | earned than the average O ansman had tinme to be, but when
the tine cane that a Shin"a'in wished to petition the God or Goddess, he
sinmply entered the appropriate tent-shrine and did so, with or w thout

consul ting the shaman bef orehand.

So it happened that Tarnma was standing within the shrine on |l egs that trenbl ed
wi t h weakness.

The Wse One had not seenmed at all surprised at Tarma's desire to be Sworn to
the Warrior, and had supported her in her demand over the protests of the

El ders. "If the Warrior accepts her," she had said reasonably, "who are we to
argue with the will of the Goddess? And if she does not, then bl ood-feud
cannot be called."

The tent-shrines of the Cans were always absolutely identical in their
spartan sinmplicity. There were four tiny wooden altars, one against each wall
of the | tent. In the East was that of the Maiden; on it was her synbol, a



single fresh blossomin spring and summer, a stick of burning incense in
winter and fall. To the South was that of the Warrior, marked by an
ever-burning flame. The West held the Mther's altar, on it a sheaf of grain.
The North was the domain of the Crone or Ancient One. The altar here held a
snoot h bl ack stone.

Tarma stepped to the center of the tent. Wat she intended to do was not hi ng
less than self-inflicted torture. Al prayers anmong the Shin'a'in were sung,
not spoken; further, all who canme before the Goddess nust lay all their

t hought s before her. Not only nust she endure the physical agony of trying to
shape her ruined voice into a senbl ance of music, but she nmust deliberately
call forth every enotion, every too-recent nmenory; all that caused her to be
standing in this place.

She finished her song with her eyes tightly cl osed agai nst the pain of those
nmenories; her eyes burned and she ached with stubborn refusal to give in to
tears.

There was a profound silence when she'd done; after a nmoment she realized she
could not even hear the little sounds of the encanpnment on the other side of
the thin tent walls. Just as she'd realized that, she felt the faint stirrings
of a breeze-

It cane fromthe East, and was filled with the scent of fresh flowers. It
encircled her, and seenmed to blow right through her very soul. It was soon
joined by a second breeze, out of the West; a robust and strong little w nd
carrying the scent of ripening grain. As the first had bl own through her
enptyi ng her of pain, the second filled her with strength. Then it, too, was
joined; a bitterly cold wind fromthe North, sharp with snowscent. At the
touch of this third wind her eyes opened, though she remained swathed in

dar kness born of the dark of her own spirit. The wind chilled her, nunbed the
menories until they began to seemrenote; froze her heart with an icy arnor
that nmade the |oneliness bearable. She felt now as if her soul were swathed in
endl ess | ayers of soft, protecting bandages. The darkness | eft her sight-she
saw t hrough eyes grown distant and withdrawn to view a world that seemed to
have receded to just out of reach

The center of a whirlw nd now, she stood unnovi ng while the physical w nds
whi pped her hair and clothing about and the spiritual ones worked their magics
within her.

But the Southern wind, the Warrior's Wnd, was not one of them

Suddenly the winds died to nothing. A voice that held nothing of humanity,
echoi ng, sharp-edged as a fine blade yet ringing with el ody, spoke one word.
Her nane.

Tarma obediently turned slowy to her right. Before the altar in the South
stood a woman.

She was raven-haired and tawny-skinned, and the Iines of her face were thin
and strong, like all the Shin"a'in. She was arrayed all in black, from her
boots to the headband that held her shoulder-length tresses out of her eyes.
Even the chai nmai|l hauberk she wore was bl ack, as well as the sword she wore
slung across her back and the daggers in her belt. She raised her eyes to neet
Tarma's, and they had no whites, irises or pupils; her eyes were reflections
of a cloudl ess night sky, black and star-strewn.

The Goddess had chosen to answer as the Warrior, and in Her own person



When Tarma stepped through the tent flap, there was a collective sigh from
those waiting. Her hair was shorn just short of shoulder |ength; the d ansfolk
knew they would find the discarded | ocks lying across the Warrior's altar
Tarma had carried nothing into the tent, there was nothing within the shrine
that she woul d have been able to use to cut it. Tarnma's Cath had been
accepted. There was an icy cal mabout her that was unm stakable, and

conpl etely unhuman

No one in this Can had been Swordsworn within |iving nenory, but all knew
what tradition demanded of them No |onger would the Sworn One wear garnents
bright with the colors the Shin'a'in |oved; fromout of a chest in the Wse
One's tent, carefully husbanded agai nst such a time, cane clothing of dark
brown and deepest bl ack. The brown was for later, should Tarma survive her
quest. The black was for now, for ritual conmbat, or for one pursuing

bl ood- f eud.

They cl ot hed her, weaponed her, provisioned her. She stood before them when

t hey had done, |ooking much as the Warrior herself had, her weapons about her
her provisions at her feet. The light of the dying sun turned the sky to bl ood
as they brought the youngest child of the Clan Liha'irden to receive her

bl essing, a toddler barely ten nmonths ol d. She placed her hands on his soft
cap of baby hair without really seeing himbut this child had a speci al

signi ficance

The herds and properties of the Hawk's Children would be tended and preserved
for her, either until Tarma returned, or until this youngest child in the O an
of the Racing Deer was ol d enough to take his own sword. |If by then she had
not returned, they would revert to their caretakers.

Tarma rode out into the dawn. Tradition forbade anyone to watch her departure.
To her own senses it seenmed as though she rode still drugged with one of the

healer's potions. Al things came to her as if filtered through a gauze veil,

and even her menories seened secondhand-like a tale told to her by sone

gray- haired ancient.

She rode back to the scene of the slaughter; the pitiful burial mound aroused
nothing in her. Sone force outside of herself showed her eyes where to catch
the scant signs of the already cold trail. It was not an easy trail to foll ow,
despite the fact that no attenpt had been made to conceal it. She rode unti
the fading light nade tracking inmpossible, but was unable to make nore than a
few mles.

She nade a cold canp, concealing herself and her horse in the lee of a pile of
boul ders. Enough noi sture coll ected on them each night to support sonme nmeager
grasses, which Kessira tore at eagerly. Tarma nmade a sketchy neal of dried
meat and fruit, still wapped in that strange cal mess, then rolled herself
into her blanket intending to rise with the first |ight of norning.

She was awakened before m dni ght.
A touch on her shoul der sent her scranbling out of her blanket, dagger in
hand. Before her stood a figure, seemingly a man of the Shin'a' in, clothed as

one Swordsworn. Unli ke her, his face was veil ed.

"Armyourself, Sworn One," he said, his voice having an odd quality of
distance to it, as though he were speaking fromthe bottomof a well

She did not pause to question or argue. It was well that she did not, for as
soon as she had donned her arms and |ight chain shirt, he attacked her



The fight was not a | ong one; he had the advantage of surprise, and he was a
much better fighter than she. Tarma could see the killing bl ow com ng, but was
unable to do anything to prevent it fromfalling. She cried out in agony as
the stranger's sword all but cut her in half.

She woke staring up at the stars. The stranger interposed hinself between her
eyes and the sky. "You are better than | thought-" he said, with grim hunor,
"but you are still as clumsy as a horse in a pottery shed. Get up and try
again."

He killed her three nore tinmes-with the sane nonfatal result. After the third
she woke to find the sun rising, herself curled in her blanket and feeling
conpletely rested. For one noment, she wondered if the strange conbat of the
ni ght had all been a ni ghtmare-but then she saw her arns and arnor stacked
neatly to hand. As if to nock her doubts, they were laid in a different
pattern than she had | eft them

Once again she rode as in a dream Something controlled her actions as deftly
as she nmanaged Kessira, keeping the raw edges of her nmind carefully swat hed
and anesthetized. When she lost the trail, her controller found it again,
maki ng her body pause | ong enough for her to identify howit had been done.

She canped, and agai n she was awakened before m dni ght.

Pain is a rapid teacher; she was able to prolong the bouts this night enough
that he only killed her twice.

It was a strange existence, tracking by day, training by night. Wen her track
ended at a village, she found herself questioning the inhabitants shrewdly.
When her provisions ran out, she discovered coin in the pouch that had held
dried fruit-not a great deal, but enough to pay for nore of the sane. Wen, in
other towns and villages, her questions were nmet with evasions, her hand stole
of itself to that sane pouch, to find therein nore coin, enough to | oosen the
tongues of those she faced. She learned that all her physical needs were cared
for-al ways when she needed sonething, she either woke with it to hand, or

di scovered nore of the nagical coins appearing to pay for it, and al ways j ust
enough, and no nore. Her nights seemed clearer and | ess dreamike than her
days, perhaps because the controls over her were thinner then, and the skil
she fought with was all her own. Finally one night she "killed" her

i nstructor.

He col | apsed exactly as she woul d have expected a man run through the heart to
col l apse. He | ay unnovi ng-

"A good attack, but your guard was sloppy," said a faniliar voice behind her
She whirled, her sword ready.

He stood before her, his own sword sheathed. She risked a glance to her rear
t he body was gone.

"Truce, you have earned a respite and a reward," he said. "Ask nme what you
will, I amsure you have many questions. | know !l did."

"Who are you?" she cried eagerly. "Wat are you?"

"I cannot give you ny name, Sworn One. | amonly one of many servants of the
Warrior; | amthe first of your teachers-and | amwhat you will becone if you
should die while still under Cath. Does that disturb you? The Warrior will

rel ease you at any tine you wish to be freed. She does not want the unwlling.

O course, if you are freed, you nmust relinquish the blood-feud. "



Tarma shook her head.
"Then ready yourself, Sworn One, and | ook to that sloppy guard.”

There came a tinme when their conbats al ways ended in draws or with his
"death." When that had happened three nights running, she woke the fourth
night to face a new opponent-a wonman, and armed w th daggers.

Meanwhi | e she tracked her quarry, by runor, by the depredations left in their
wake, by report fromthose who had profited or suffered in their passing. It
seened that what she tracked was a roving band of freebooters, and her C an
was not the only group to have been made victins. They chose their quarry
careful ly, never picking anyone the authorities mght feel urged to avenge,
nor anyone with friends in power. As a result, they managed to operate al npost
conpl etely unnol est ed.

When she had nmastered the use of sword, dagger, bow, and staff, her trainers
appeared severally rather than singly; she learned the arts of the single
conbat ant agai nst many.

Every tine she gained a victory, they instructed her further in what her Gath
neant .

One of those things was that her body no |longer felt the |least stirrings of
sexual desire. The Sword-sworn were as devoid of concupiscence as their
weapons.

"The gain outweighs the loss," the first of themtold her. After being taught
the disciplines and rewards of the nmeditative trance they called "The

Moonpat hs," she agreed. After that, she spent at |east part of every night
wal ki ng those paths, surrounded by a curious kind of ecstasy, renew ng her
strength and her bond with her Goddess.

| nexorably, she began to catch up with her quarry. \Wen she had begun this
guest, she was nont hs behind them now she was only days. The cl oser she drew,
the nore intensely did her spirit-trainers drill her

Then one night, they did not come. She woke on her own and waited, waited
until well past nmidnight, waited until she was certain they were not comning at
all. She dozed off for a nonment, when she felt a presence. She rose with one
swift notion, pulling her sword fromthe scabbard on her back

The first of her trainers held out enpty hands. "It has been a year, Sworn
One. Are you ready? Your foes lair in the town not two hours' ride from here,
and the town is truly their lair, for they have made it their own."

So near as that? His words canme as a shock, ripping the protective magics that
veil ed her mind and heart, sending her to her knees with the shrilling pain
and ragi ng anger she had felt before the winds of the Goddess answered her
prayers. No | onger was she protected against her own enptions, and the wounds
were as raw as they had ever been

He regarded her thoughtfully, his eyes pitying above the veil. "No, you are
not ready. Your hate will undo you, your hurt w Il disarmyou. But you have
little choice, Sworn One. This task is one you bound yourself to, you cannot
free yourself of it. WIIl you heed advice, or will you throw yourself

uselessly into the arms of Death?"

"What advi ce?" she asked dully.



"When you are offered aid unlocked for, do not cast it aside," he said and

vani shed.

She coul d not sleep; she set out at first light for the town , and then
hovered about outside the walls until just before the gates were cl osed for
the night. She soothed the ruffled feathers of the guard with a coin, offered
as "paynent" for directions to the inn

The inn was noi sy, hot, and crowded. She wrinkl ed her nose at the unaccustoned
stench of old cooking snmells, spilled wine, and unwashed bodi es. Another small
coi n bought her a jug of sour wine and a seat in a dark corner, from which she
could hear nearly everything said in the room It did not take long to

det erm ne from chance-dropped coments that the brigand-troop nmade their
headquarters in the | ong-abandoned mansi on of a nerchant who had | ost
everything he had to their depredations, including his life. Their presence
was very unwel cone. They seenmed to regard the townsfol k as their [awful prey;
havi ng been freed fromtheir attentions for the past year, their "chattels"
were not pleased with their return.

Tarma burned with scorn for these soft townsnen. Surely there were enough

abl e-bodi ed adults in the place to outnunber the bandit crew several tines
over. If by nothing else, by sheer nunbers the townsnen coul d probably defeat
them if they'd try.

She turned her mind toward her own quest, trying to develop a plan that woul d
enabl e her to take as many of the enemy down into death with her as she could
manage. She was under no illusion that she could survive this. The kind of
frontal assault she planned would | eave her no path of escape.

A shadow cane between Tarma and the fire.

She | ooked up, startled that the other had nmanaged to come so cl ose without
her being aware of it. The sil houette was that of a woman, wearing the
calf-1ength, cow ed brown robe of a wandering sorceress. There was one

al arm ng anonmaly about this woman- unlike any other magi c-worker Tarma had
ever seen, this one wore a sword belted at her waist.

She reached up and laid back the cowm of her robe, but Tarma still was unable
to make out her features; the firelight behind her hair rmade a gl owi ng ni nbus
of amber around her face.

"I't won't work, you know," the stranger said very softly, in a pleasant,
musi cal alto. "You won't gain anything by a frontal assault but your own
deat h. "

Fear laid an icy hand on Tarma's throat; to cover her fear she snarled. "How
do you know what | plan? Just who are you?"

"Lower your voice, Sworn One." The sorceress took a seat on the bench next to
Tarma, uninvited. "Anyone with the Talent and the wish to do so can read your

t houghts. Your foes nunber anbng them a sorcerer; | know he is responsible for
the deaths of nmany a sentry that otherw se would have warned their victins in
time to defend thenselves. | judge himto be at |east as capable as |; rest
assured that if | can read your intentions, he will be able to do the sane
shoul d he care to cast his mind in this direction. | want to help you. My nane
is Kethry."

"Why hel p me?" Tarma asked bluntly, knowi ng that by giving her name the
sorceress had given Tarma a neasure of power over her



Kethry stirred in her seat, bringing her face fully into the light of the
fire. Tarma saw then that the woman was younger than she had first judged;
they were al nost of an age. Had she seen only the face, she would have thought

her to be in the same class as the townsnen; the sorceress was doll-like in
her prettiness. But Tarma had al so seen the way she noved, |like a wary
predator; and the too-w se expression in those enerald eyes sat ill with the

softness of the face. Her robe was worn to the point of shabbiness, and though
cl ean, was nuch travel-stained. It was evident fromthat, that whatever else
this woman was, she was not one who was overly concerned with material wealth.
That in itself was a good sign to Tarma-since the only real wealth in this
town was to be had by serving with the brigands.

But why did she wear a sword?

"I have an interest in dealing with these robbers nyself," she said, "and 1'd
rather that they weren't set on their guard. And | have anot her reason as
well-"

" g2

She | aughed deprecatingly. "You could say | amunder a kind of geas, one that
binds me to help wonmen in need. | am bound to hel p you, whether or not either
of us are pleased with the fact. WIIl you have that hel p unforced?"

Tarma's initial reaction had been to bristle with hostility-then, unbi dden
into her mind cane the odd, otherworldly voice of her trainer, warning her not
to cast away unl ooked-for aid. "As you will," she replied curtly. The ot her
did not seemto be the least bit disconfited by her antagonism "Then |et us
| eave this place," she said, standing w thout haste. "There are too many ears
here.”

She waited while Tarma retrieved her horse, and | ed her down tangled streets
to a dead-end alley Iit by gay red |l anterns. She unlocked a gate on the |eft
side and waved Tarma and Kessira through it. Tarma waited as she rel ocked the
gate, finding herself in a cobbled courtyard that was bordered on one side by
an old but well-kept stable. On the other side was a house, all its w ndows
ablaze with lights, also festooned with the red |lanterns. Fromthe house cane
t he sound of rnusic, laughter, and the voices of many wonmen. Tarma sniffed; the
air was redolent with cheap perfunme and an ani mal nuski ness.

"I's this place what | think it is?" she asked, finding it difficult to match
the picture she'd built in her mnd of the sorceress with the house she'd I ed
Tarma to.

"If you think it's a brothel, you're right," Kethry replied. "Wlconme to
the House of Scarlet Joys, Sworn One. Can you think of a less likely place to
house two such as we?" "No." Tarma al nost smiled. "The better to hide us. The
m stress of this place and her charges would rejoice greatly at the conquering

of our nutual enemi es. Neverthel ess, the nost these women will do for us is
house and feed us. The rest is all in our four hands. Now, let's get your
weary beast stabled, and we'll adjourn to ny roons. W have a great deal of

pl anning to do."

Two days after Tarma's arrival in the town of Brether's Crossroads, one of the
brigands (drunk with |iquor and drugs far past his capacity) fell into a

hor set rough, and (bi zarrely enough) drowned trying to get out. H s death
signal ed the beginning of a streak of calanmities that thinned the ranks of the
bandits as persistently as a pl ague.



One by one they died, victins of weird accidents, overdoses of food or drugs,
or anbushes by preternaturally clever thieves. No two deaths were alike- with
one exception. He who failed to shake out his boots of a norning sel dom
survived the day, thanks to the scorpions that had taken to invading the

pl ace. Some even died at each other's hands, goaded into fights.

("I dislike this skulking in corners,” Tarma grow ed, sharpeni ng her
swordbl ade. "It's hardly satisfactory, killing these dogs at a distance with
poi son and witchery."

"Be patient, my friend," Kethry said wi thout rancor. "W're better off
t hi nni ng t hem down sonmewhat before we engage them at sword's point. There wll
be tine enough for that later.")

When the deat hs were obviously at the hands of enem es, there were no clues.
Those arrowslain were found pierced by several makes; those dead by bl ades
seenmed to have had their own used on them

Tarma found herself comng to admre the sorceress nore with every passing
day. Their arrangenent was a partnership in every sense of the word, for when
Ket hry ran short of magical ploys she turned without pride to Tarma and her
expertise in weaponry. Even so, the necessary restrictions that linited them
to the anbush and the skills of the assassin chafed at her

"It will not be much longer,"” Kethry counseled. "They'll come to the
concl usi on soon enough that this has been no series of coincidences. Then will
be the tinme for frontal attack.")

The | eader, so it was said, ordered that no nan go out al one, and all rmust
wear talismans agai nst sorcery.

("See?" Kethry said then. "I told you you'd have your chance.")

A pair of swaggering bullies swilled ale, unpaid for, in the inn. None dared
speak in their presence; they'd already beaten one farner sensel ess who'd

gi ven some inmagined insult. They were spoiling for a fight, and the sheeplike
timdity of the people trapped with themin the inn was not to their Iiking.
So when a sl ender young man, bl ack-clad and wearing a sword slung across his
back entered the door, their eyes lit with savage gl ee.

One snaked out a long arm grasping the young man's wist. Sone of those in
the inn marked how his eyes flashed with a hellish joy before being veiled
with col d disdain.

"Rermove your hand," he said in a harsh voice, "dog-turd."

That was all the excuse the brigands needed. Both drew their weapons; the
young man unsheathed his in a single fluid notion. Both noved against himin a
pattern they had | ong found successful in bringing down a single opponent.

Both died within heartbeats of each other.

The young man cl eaned his bl ade carefully on their cloaks before sheathing it.
(Some sharp eyes may have noticed that when his hand came in contact with one
of the brigand's talismans, the young man seened to beconme, for a fleeting
second, a harsh-visaged young worman). "This is no town for a stranger," he
said to no one and everyone. "I will be on ny way. Let himfollow nme who
desires the enbrace of the Lady Death."

Predi ctably, half-a-dozen robbers followed the clear track of his horse into



the hills. None returned.

The ranks of his nen narrowed to five including hinmself and the sorcerer, the
bandit | eader shut themall up in their stronghol d.

("Why are these-Iladies-sheltering us?" Tarma demanded one day, when forced
i dl eness had her pacing the confines of Kethry's roons |ike a caged panther

"Madam I sa grew tired of having her girls abused, and they were nore than
tired of being abused."”

Tarma snorted with scorn. "I should have thought one would |l earn to expect
abuse in such a profession.”

"It is one thing when a custoner expresses a taste for pain and is willing to
pay to inflict it. It is quite another when he does so wi thout paying," Kethry
answered with wy hunor. Tarma replied to this with something alnost |ike a
snmle. There was that about her acconplice-fast becom ng her friend- that
could lighten even her grinmmest mpod. Cccasionally the sorceress was even able
to charmthe Shin"'a'in into forgetfulness for hours at a time. And yet-and
yet-there was never a tine she could entirely forget what had driven her here.

-)

At the end of two nonths, there were runors that the chieftain had begun
recruiting new underlings, the information passed to other cities via the
arcane nethods of his sorcerer

("We'l'l have to do sonething to flush at |east one of themout," Kethry said
at last. "The sorcerer has transported at |east three nore people into that
house. He may have done nore-I couldn't tell if the spell brought one or

several at a time, only that he definitely brought people in.")

A new courtesan, property of none of the three Houses, began to ply her trade
anong those who still retained some of their wealth. One had to be wealthy to
af ford her services-but those who spent their hours in her skillful enbraces
were high in their praise

("I thought your vows kept you sorcerers fromlying," Tarma said, watching
Kethry's latest client noaning with pleasure in the dreamtrance she'd
conjured for him

"I didn't lie," she answered, eyes glinting green with mschief. "I pronised
himall of theman hour to match their wildest dreans. That's exactly what
they're getting. Besides, nothing I1'd be able to do could ever match what
they're conjuring up for thensel ves!")

The chieftain's sergeant caught a glinpse of her spending an idle hour in the
mar ket pl ace. He had been w thout a wonman since his chief had forbidden the nen
to go to the Houses. He could see the wisdomin that: someone was evidently
out after the band's hearts, and a House would be far too easy a place in
which to set a trap. But this whore was alone but for her pinp, a thin
bear dl ess boy who did not even wear a sword, only paired daggers. She should
be safe enough. Nor would he need to spend any of his stored coin, though he'd
bring it to tenpt her. When he'd had his fill of her, he'd teach her that it
was better to give her wares to him

She led himup the stairs to her room above the inn, watching with veiled
anusenment as he carefully bolted the door behind him But when he began

di vesting hinself of his weaponry and garments, she halted him pinioning his
arms gently fromthe rear and breathing enticingly on the back of his neck as



she whi spered in his ear

"Ti me enough, and nore, great warrior-l amsure you have not the taste for
common tunblings that are all you can find in this backward place." She slid
around to the front of him urging himdown onto the rooms single stool, a
wat er - beaded cup in her hand. "Refresh yourself first, great lord. The vintage
is of mine own bringing-you shall not taste its |like here-"

It was just Kethry's bad luck that he had been the official "taster” to a high
lordling during his childhood of slavery. He sipped delicately out of habit,
rat her than gul ping the wine down, and rolled the wine carefully on his
tongue-and so detected in the cup what he should not have been able to sense.

"Bitch!" he roared, throwing the cup aside and seizing Kethry by the throat.

Kethry's panic-filled screamwarned Tarma that the plan had gone awy. She
wasted no time in battering at the door-the man was no fool and woul d have
bolted it behind him It would take too long to break it down. Instead, she
sprinted through the crowmded i nn and out the back through the kitchen. A
second cry-nore like a strangled gurgle than a scream which recalled certain
things sharply to her and gave her strength born of rage and hatred-fell into
the stableyard fromthe open wi ndow of Kethry's room Tarnma swarmed up the
stabl e door onto the roof of the building, and | aunched herself fromthere in
t hrough that w ndow. Her entrance was as unexpected as it was precipitate.

Ket hry sl ow y regai ned consci ousness in her bed in the rented room She hurt
fromtop to toe-her assailant had been alnost artistic, if one counted the
ability to evoke pain anong the arts. Qddly enough, he hadn't raped her-she
woul d have expected that, been able to defend herself arcanely. He'd reacted
to the poisoned drink instead by throwi ng her to the floor and bearing her
with no nercy. She'd had no chance to defend herself with magic, and her sword
had been |l eft back at the brothel at Tarma's insistence.

Tarma was bat hing and tendi ng her hurts. One | ook at her stricken eyes, and
any reproaches she might have uttered died on Kethry's tongue.

"It's all right," she said as gently as she could with swollen lips. "It
wasn't your fault."

Tarma's eyes said that she thought otherw se, but she replied gruffly, "Looks
i ke you need a keeper nore than | do, |ady-nmage."

It hurt to smile, but Kethry managed. "Perhaps | do, at that."

Four evenings later, all but three of the bandits marched in force on the inn
determ ned to take revenge on the townsfolk for the acts of the invisible
eneny in their mdst. Halfway there, they were net by two wonen bl ocking their
path. One was an anber-haired sorceress with a bruised face and a bl ackened
eye. The other was a Shin'a'in swords-wonan.

Only those two survived the confrontation. "W have no choice now," Kethry
said grimy. "If we wait, they'll only be stronger-and |I'mcertain that
sorcerer has been watching. They're warned, they know who and what we are."

"Good," Tarma replied. "Then let's bring the war to their doorstep. W' ve been
doing things in secret long enough, and it's nore than time that this thing
was finished. Now Tonight." Her eyes were no | onger quite sane.

Kethry didn't like it but knew there was no other way. Gathering up her nagics
about her, and resting one hand on the conforting presence of he sword, she



followed Tarna to the bandit stronghol d.

The three remaining were waiting in the courtyard. At the forefront was the
bandit-chief, a red-faced, shrewd-eyed bull of a man. To his right was his
second in comrand, and Tarma's eyes narrowed as she recogni zed t he neckl ace of
anber claws he wore. He was as like to a bear as his | eader was to a bull. To
his left was the sorcerer, who gave a nocking bow in Kethry's direction

Kethry did not return the bow, but |aunched an i medi ate nagi cal attack.
Sonet hing much like red lightning flew from her outstretched hands.

He parried it-but not easily. Hi s eyes widened in surprise; her lips thinned
in satisfaction. They settled down to duel in deadly earnest. Col ored
[ightnings and weird nmists swirled about them sonetines the edges of their
shi el ds coul d be seen, straining against the inpact of the sorcerous bolts.
Creatures out of insane nightmares formed thenselves on his side, and flung

t hensel ves raging at the sorceress, before being attacked and destroyed by
enornous eagles with wings of fire, or inpossibly slimand delicate arnored
beings with no faces at their helm s openings, but only a light too bright to
| ook upon.

Tarma neanwhil e had flung herself at the | eader with the war cry of her
clan-the shriek of an angry hawk. He parried her blade inches away fromhis
throat, and answered with a cut that took part of her sleeve and bruised her

arm beneath the mail. Hi s conpani on swng at the sane time; his sword did no
nore than graze her leg. She twisted to parry his second stroke, noving faster
than either of them expected her to. She marked himas well, a cut bleeding

freely over his eyes, but not before the | eader gashed her where the chai nmail
shirt ended.

There was an expl osi on behind her; she dared not turn to | ook, but it sounded
as though one of the two mages woul d spin spells no nore.

She parried a slash fromthe | eader only barely in tine, and at the cost of a
bl ow from her ot her opponent that did not penetrate her armor, but surely
broke a rib. Either of these nen was her equal; at this rate they'd wear her
down and kill her soon- and yet, it hardly mattered. This was the fitting end
to the whol e business, that the last of the Tale'sedrin should die with the
killers of her dan. For when they were gone, what else was there for her to
do? A Shin"a'in Canless was a Shin"a'in with no purpose in living. And no

wi sh to live. Suddenly she found herself facing only one of them the |eader.
The other was battling for his Iife against Kethry, who had appeared out of

t he mage- snmokes and was wi el ding her sword with all the skill of one of
Tarma's spirit-teachers

Tarna had just enough thought to spare for a nonent of amazenent. Everyone
knew sorcerers had no skill with a blade-they had not the time to spare to
| earn such crafts

Yet-there was Kethry, cutting the man to ribbons. Tarma traded bl ows with her
opponent; then saw her opening. To take advantage of it meant she nust |eave
hersel f wi de open, but she was far past caring. She struck-her blade entered
his throat in a clean thrust. Dying, he swing; his sword caving in her side.

They fell together.

Grayness surrounded Tarna, a gray fog in which the light seened to conme from
no particular direction, the grayness of a peculiarly restful quality. She
found her hurts had vani shed, and that she felt no particul ar need to nove
fromwhere she was standing. Then a warm wi nd caressed her, the fog parted,
and she found herself facing the first of her instructors.



"So-" he said, hands (enpty, for a change, of weapons) on hips, a certain
anusenment in his eyes. "Past all expectation, you have brought down your
enem es. Remarkable, Sworn One, the nore remarkable as you had the sense to
foll ow ny advice."

"You cane for me, then?" It was | ess a question than a statenent.

"I, come for you?" He laughed heartily behind his veil. "Child, child, against
all prediction you have not only won, but survived! No, 1 have cone to tel

you that your aid-time is over, though we shall continue to train you as we

al ways have. Fromthis nonent, it is your actions alone that will put food in
your mouth and coin in your purse. | would suggest you follow the path of the
nmercenary, as many another Sworn One has done when C anl ess. And-" he began
fading into the mst, "-remenber that one can be Shin'a'in wthout being born
into the Cans. Al it requires is the oath of she' enedran.”

"Wait!" she called after himbut he was gone. There was the sound of birds
singing, and an astringent, nedicinal tang in the air. Tarma opened eyes
brimming with amazenent and felt gingerly at the bandages w appi ng vari ous
limbs and her chest. Sonehow, unbelievable as it was, she was still alive.
"It's about time you woke up." Kethry's voice came fromnearby. "I was getting
tired of spooning broth down your throat. You' ve probably noticed this isn't
t he House of Scarlet Joys. Madane wasn't the only one interested in getting
rid of the bandits; the whole town hired nme to dispose of them M origina
intention was to frighten them away, but then you came al ong and ruined ny
pl ans! By the way, you happen to be lying in the best bed in the inn. | hope
you appreciate the honor. You're quite a heroine now These people have far
nor e appreci ati on of good bl adework than good nagic."

Tarma slowy turned her head; Kethry was perched on the side of a second bed a
few paces fromhers and nearer the wi ndow. "Wy did you save nme?" she
whi spered hoarsely.

"Way did you want to die?" Kethry countered. Tarma's nouth opened, and the
words spilled out. In the wake of this purging of her pain, cane peace; not

t he nunbi ng, fal se peace of the North Wnd's icy arnmor, but the true peace
Tarma had never hoped to feel. Before she had finished, they were clinging to
each ot her and weepi ng toget her.

Ket hry had said nothing-but in her eyes Tarna recogni zed the same unbearabl e
| onel i ness that she was facing. And she was noved by something outside herself
to speak.

"My friend-" Tarma startled Kethry with the phrase; their eyes net, and Kethry
saw t hat | oneliness recognized like, "-we are both C anless; would you swear
bl oodoath with me?"

"Yes!" Kethry's eager reply left nothing to be desired.

Wt hout speaking further, Tarma cut a thin, curving line |like a crescent noon
in her left palm she handed the knife to Kethry, who did |ikew se. Tarma

rai sed her hand to Kethry, who net it, palmto palm

Then came the unexpected; their joined hands flashed briefly, incandescently;
too bright to | ook on. Wen their hands unjoined, there were silver scars

where the cuts had been.

Tarma | ooked askance at her she' enedra-her bl ood sister



"Not of my doing," Kethry said, awe in her voice.
"The Goddess' then." Tarma was certain of it; with the certainty canme the
filling of the enpty void within her left by the |oss of her O an

"In that case, | think perhaps | should give you ny |ast secret," Kethry
replied, and pulled her sword from beneath her bed. "Hold out your hands."

Tarma obeyed, and Kethry laid the unsheathed sword across them
1
"Watch the bl ade," she said, frowning in concentration

Witing, as fine as any scribe's, flared redly along the length of it. To her
amazenent it was in her own tongue.

"I'f I were holding her, it would be in ny | anguage,” Kethry said, answering
Tarma' s unspoken question. " 'Wman's Need calls ne/ As Wnan's Need nade

nme/ Her Need rmust | answer/As ny naker bade nme.' My geas, the one | told you of
when we first met. She's the reason | could help you after ny magics were
exhaust ed, because she works in a peculiar way. If you were to use her, she'd
add nothing to your sword skill, but she'd protect you against al nost any

magi cs. But when | have her-"

"No magic aid, but you fight |ike a sand-denon," Tarma finished for her

"But only if | amattacked first, or defending another. And |ast, her magic
only works for wonen. A fellow journeyman found that out the hard way."

"And the price of her protection?"

"While | have her, | cannot |eave any woman in trouble unaided. In fact, she's
actually taken ne nmiles out of ny way to help someone." Kethry | ooked at the
sword as fondly as if it were a living thing- which, perhaps, it was. "It's

been worth it-she brought us together."

She paused, as though sonething had occurred to her. "I'mnot sure how to ask
this-Tarma, now that we're she' enedran, do | have to be Swordsworn, too?" She
| ooked troubled. "Because if it's all the same to you, |'d rather not. | have

very healthy appetites that 1'd rather not |ose."

"Horned Moon, no!" Tarma chuckl ed, her facial muscles stretching in an
unaccustomnmed smile. It felt good. "In fact, she'enedra, 1'd rather you found a
lover or two. You're all the Can | have now, and ny only hope of having nore
kin."

"Just a Shin'a'in brood mare, huh?" Kethry's infectious grin kept any sting
out of the words.

"Hardly," Tarma replied, answering the smle with one of her own. "However,

she' enedra, | amgoing to make sure you-we-get paid for jobs like these in
good, solid coin, because that's sonmething | think, by the | ook of you, you've
been too |l ax about. After all, besides being horsebreeders, Shin'a'in have a

long tradition of selling their swords-or in your case, nagics! And are we not
partners by being bl oodsi sters?"

"True enough, oh, ny keeper and partner,"” Kethry replied, |aughing-laughter in
whi ch Tarma joi ned. "Then mercenaries-and the very best!-we shall be."



TURNABOUT

This was the original story |I sent Marion which was rejected; | later broke it
into "Sword-sworn" and this one, and sold this one to Fantasy Book Magazi ne.
It was ny very first piece to appear in print!

The verses are also part of an original song published by Firebird Arts and
Musi c of Portland, Oregon, which actually predated the story. Can | recycle,
or what?

By the way, the song doesn't exactly match the story; that was because | had
left the only copy | had of the song with the folks at Firebird and | coul dn't
remenber who did what to whom So, to cover the errors, | blaned themon the
Bard Lesl ac, who began follow ng the pair around to make songs about them but
kept getting the details wong!

"Deep into the stony hills
Mles fromkeep or hold,

A troupe of guards cones riding
Wth a | ady and her gold.
Riding in the center,

Shrouded in her cloak of fur
Conpani oned by a mai den

And a toothless, aged cur."

"And every packtrain we've sent out since has just vanished without a
trace-and w t hout survivors," the merchant G um o concl uded. "And yet the
decoy trains were allowed to reach their destinations unnol ested."

In the silence that followed his words, he studied the odd pair of nercenaries
before him know ng they knew he was doing so. Neither of the two wonen seened
in any great hurry to reply to his speech, and the crackle of the fire behind
himin this tiny private eating room sounded unnaturally loud in the absence
of conversation. So, too, did the steady whisking of a whetstone on

bl ade- edge, and the nmuted nurnur of voices fromthe common room of the inn
beyond their closed door.

The whet stone was bei ng wi el ded by the swords-woman, Tarma by name, who was
keeping to her self-appointed task with an indifference to Gunio's words that
m ght-or m ght not-be feigned. She sat straddling her bench in a position that
left himnostly with a view of her back and the back of her head, what little
he m ght have been able to see of her face screened by her unruly shock of
coarse black hair. He was just as glad of that; there was sonething about that
expressionl ess, hawklike face with its ice-cold blue eyes that sent shivers up
hi s spine.

The other partner cleared her throat, and gratefully he turned his attention
to her. Now there was a face a man could easily rest his eyes on! She faced
hi m squarely, this sorceress called Kethry, |eaning on her folded arns that
rested on the table between them The light fromthe fire and the oil |anp on
their table fell fully on her. A less canny nan than Grum o m ght be tenpted
to dism ss her as being very much the inferior of the twd; she was al ways soft
of speech, her deneanor refined and gentle. She was sweet-faced and quite
conventionally pretty, with hair like the finest anber and eyes of

beryl -green, and it woul d have been easy to think of her as being the

swor dsworman' s vapi d tagal ong. But as he'd spoken, Gumi o had now and then
caught a disquieting glimer in those cal meyes-nor had he missed the fact
that she, too, bore a sword, and one with the marks of frequent use and a
caring hand on it. That in itself was an anomaly; nbDst sorcerers never wore
nore than an eating knife. They sinply hadn't the time- or the inclination-to



attenpt studying the art of the blade. To Gum o's eyes the sword | ooked very
odd slung over the plain, buff-colored, calf-length robe of a wandering
sorceress.

"I presume,"” Kethry said when he turned to face her, "that the road patrols
have been unable to find your bandits."

She had been studying the nerchant in turn; he interested her. There was
nmuscl e beneath the fat of good living, and old sword-calluses on his hands.

Unl ess she was wildly mistaken, there was al so a sharp m nd beneath that
bal di ng skull. He knew they didn't cone cheaply-it followed then that there
was sonething nore to this tale of banditry than he was telling. Certain signs
seened to confirmthis; he | ooked as though he had not slept well of late, and
there seened to be a shadow of deeper sorrow upon himthan the | oss of nere
goods woul d account for

Gumio snorted his contenpt for the road patrols. "They rode up and down for a
few days, never venturing off the trade road, and naturally found nothing.
Overdressed, overpaid, underworked arrogant idiots!"

Kethry toyed with a fruit left fromtheir supper, and gl anced up at the
hound-faced merchant through |ong | ashes that veiled her eyes and her
t hought s.

Tarma answered right on cue. "Then guard your packtrains, merchant, if guards
keep these vermin hidden." He started; her voice was as harsh as a raven's,
and startled those not used to hearing it.

Grumi o saw at once the negotiating ploy these two were mnded to use with him
The swordswoman was to be the antagoni zer, the sorceress the synpathizer. H's
respect for themrose another notch. Mst freel ance mercenaries hadn't the
brains to count their pay, (rmuch |less use subtle bargaining tricks. Their
reputation was plainly well-founded.

However he had no intention of falling for it. "Swordl ady, to hire sufficient
force requires we raise the price of goods above what people are willing to

pay. "

Qdd-there was a current of conmmuni cation and understandi ng runni ng bet ween

these two that had hi mthoroughly puzzled. He dism ssed without a second

t hought the notion that they m ght be |overs- the signals between them were
all wong for that. No, it was sonething else, sonething that you woul dn't

expect between a Shin'a'in swordswoman and an out G ansman-

Tarma shook her head inpatiently. "Then cease your interhouse rivalries,
kadessa, and send all your trains together under a single large force."

Now she was trying to get himoff-guard by insulting him calling himafter a
little grasslands beast that only the Shin'a'in ever saw, a rodent so
notoriously greedy that it would, given food enough, eat itself to death; and
one that was known for hoarding anything and everything it cane across in its
nest-tunnels. He refused to allowthe insult to distract him "Respect,

swordl ady,"” he replied patiently, "but we tried that, too. The beasts of the
train were driven off in the night, and the guards and traders were forced to
return afoot. This is desert country, nost of it, and all they dared burden
themsel ves with was food and drink."

"Leavi ng the goods behind to be scavenged. Huh. Your bandits are clever,
mer chant," the swords-wonan replied thoughtfully. Gum o thought he could
sense her indifference lifting.



"You mentioned decoy trains-?" Kethry interjected.
"Yes, lady." Gumo's mnd was still worrying away at the puzzle these two
presented. "Only | and the nen in the train knew which were the decoys and
whi ch were not, yet the bandits were never deceived, not once. W had taken
extra care that all the nen in the train were known to us, too."

A glint of gold on the smallest finger of Kethry's |left hand gave himthe cl ue
he needed, and the crescent scar on the pal mof that hand confirnmed his

surm se. He knew wi t hout | ooking the swords-woman woul d have an identical scar
and ring. These two had sworn Shin'a'in bl oodoath, the strongest bond known to
that notoriously kin-conscious race. The bl oodoath made them cl oser than
sisters, closer than |l overs-so close they sonetimes woul d think as one.

"So who was it that passed judgement on your estimable guards?" Tarma's voice
was heavy with sarcasm

"I did, or ny fellow nmerchants, or our own personal guards. No one was all owed
on the trains but those who had served us in the past or were known to those
who had. "

Tarma held her blade up to catch the firelight and exam ned her work with a
critical eye. Satisfied, she drove it home in the scabbard slung across her
back with a fluid, unthinking grace, then swng one | eg back over the bench to
face himas her partner did. Gumo found the unflinching chill of her eyes

di sconcertingly hard to neet for |ong.

In an effort to find sonmething else to | ook at, he found his gaze caught by

t he pendant she wore, a thin silver crescent surrounding a tiny anber flane.
That gave himthe last bit of information he needed to nake everything fal

i nto pl ace-al though now he realized that her plain brown clothing shoul d have
ti pped himoff as well, since nost Shin"a'in favored garments heavy wth

bri ght enbroideries. Tarna was a Sworn One, pledged to the service of the
Shin'"a'in Warrior, the Goddess of the New Mboon and the South Wnd. Only two
things were of any inport to her at all-her Goddess and her clan (which, of
course, would include her "sister" by bl oodoath). The Sworn Ones were just as
sexl ess and deadly as the weapons they wore.

"So why cone to us?" Tarmm's expression indicated she thought their tinme was
bei ng wasted. "What makes you think that we can sol ve your bandit problen®"

"You-have a certain reputation,” he replied guardedly.

A single bark of contenptuous | aughter was Tarma's reply.

"I'f you know our reputation, then you also know that we only take those jobs
that-shall we say-interest us,"” Kethry said, |ooking w de-eyed and i nnocent.
"What is there about your problemthat could possibly be of any interest to
us?"

Good-they were intrigued, at least a little. Now, for the sake of poor little
Lena, was the tine to hook themand bring themin. H's eyes stung a little
with tears he would not shed-not now

"W have a custom we snall nerchant houses. Qur sons rnust remain with their
fathers to learn the trade, and since there are seldomnore than two or three
houses in any town, there is little in the way of choice for themwhen it
cones time for marriage. For that reason, we are given to exchangi ng daughters
of the proper age with our trade allies in other towns, so that our young



peopl e can hopefully find mates to their liking." H's voice al nost broke at
the nmenory of watching Lena wavi ng good-bye fromthe back of her little
mar e- but he regained control quickly. It was a poor merchant that could not
school his emptions. "There were no | ess than a dozen sheltered, gently-reared
mai dens in the very first pack-train they took. One of themwas ny niece. My
only heir."

Ket hry's breath hissed softly, and Tarna swal |l omed an oat h.

"Your know edge of what interests us is very accurate, nerchant,” Tarma said

after a |l ong pause. "I congratul ate you."

"You-you accept?" Discipline could not keep hope out of his voice.

"I pray you are not expecting us to rescue your |ost ones," Kethry said as
gently as she could. "Even supposing that the bandits were nore interested in
slaves to be sold than their own pleasure-which in

nmy experience is not likely-there is very, very little chance that any of them
still live. The sheltered, the gentle, well, they do not survive-shock-
successful ly."

"When we knew they had not reached their goal, we sent agents to conb the

sl ave markets. They returned enpty-handed,” he replied with as nuch stoicism
as he could nuster. "We will not ask the inpossible of you; we knew when we
sent for you there was no hope for them No, we ask only that you w pe out
this viper's den, to ensure that this can-never happen to us agai n-and that
you grant us revenge for what they have done to us!"

H s words-and nore, the tight control of his voice-struck echoes from Tarma's
own heart. And she did not need to see her partner to know her feelings in the
matter.

"You will have that, nmerchant-lord," she grated, giving himthe title of
respect. "W accept your job- but there are conditions."

"Swor dl ady, any conditions you would set, | would gladly nmeet. Wo aml to
contest the judgenment of those who destroyed Tha-"

"Hush!" Kethry interrupted himsw ftly, and cast a wary gl ance over her

shoul der. "The less that is said on that subject, the better. I amstill not
al together certain that what you were about to name was truly destroyed. It
may have been merely bani shed, and perhaps for no great span of tine. If the
second case is true, it is hardly wise to call attention to one's self by
speaking Its nane."

"Qur conditions, nerchant, are sinple," Tarma continued unperturbed. "W will,

to all appearances, |eave on the norrow. You will tell all, including your
fell ow merchants, that you could not convince us. Tonorrow night, you-and you
alone, mind-will bring us, at a meeting place of your choosing, a cart and
hor se . " Now she raised an inquiring eyebrow at Kethry.

"And the kind of clothing and gear a | ady of wealth and bl ood would be |ikely
to have when traveling. The clothing should fit me. | will be weaving sone
conplicated illusions, and anything I do not have to counterfeit will be of
aid to ne and make the rest stronger. You night include |ots of enpty bags and
boxes," Kethry said thoughtfully.

Tarma continued: "The following norning a fine lady will ride in and order you
to include her with your next packtrain. You, naturally, will do your best to



di ssuade her, as loudly and publicly as possible. Now your next scheduled trip
was- ?"

"Coi ncidentally enough, for the day after tonorrow. " G unm o was inpressed.
These worren were even cleverer than he' d thought.

"Good. The less tinme we | ose, the better off we are. Renenber, only you are to
be aware that the |ady and the packtrain are not exactly what they seemto be.
If you say one word otherwi se to anyone-"

The nerchant found hinself staring at the tip of a very sharp dagger a scant
inch fromhis nose

"-1 will personally renove enough of your hide to nake both of us slippers.”
The dagger disappeared from Tarma's hand as nysteriously as it had appeared.

Grumi o had been startled, but had not been particularly intimdated; Tarma
gave him high marks for that.

"I do not instruct the weaver in her trade," he replied with a certain
dignity, "nor do | dictate the setting of a horseshoe to a smth. There is no
reason why | should presume to instruct you in your trade either."

"Then you are a rare beast indeed, nmerchant."” Tarma graced himw th one of her
i nfrequent smiles. "Mst nmen-oh, not fell ow nmercenaries, they know better; but
nost nen we deal with-seemto think they know our business better than we
simply by virtue of their sex."

The smile softened her harsh expression, and nmade it |less intimdating, and

t he nmerchant found hinself snmiling back. "You are not the only female
hire-swords | have dealt with," he replied. "Many of ny trade allies have them
as personal retainers. It has often seened to nme that many of those |I net have
had to be twice as skilled as their male counterparts to receive half the
credit.”

"A hit, merchant-lord," Kethry acknow edged wi th open anusenent. "And a shrewd
one at that. Now, where are we to neet you tonorrow night?"

Grumi o paused to think. "I have a farnstead- deserted now that the harvest is
in-which is at the first |lane past the crossroad at the south edge of town. No
one would think it odd for me to pay a visit to it, and the barn is a good

pl ace to hide horses and gear."

"Well enough,” Tarma replied. Al three rose as one-Gum o caught the faint
clink of brigandine mail from Tarma's direction, though there was no outward
sign that she wore any such thing beneath her worn | eather tunic, brown shirt,
and dar ker breeches.

"Merchant-" Tarma said suddenly.

He paused hal fway through the door

"I, too, have known |l oss. You will have your revenge." He shivered at the | ook
in her eyes, and left.

"Wel | ?" Tarma asked, shutting the door behind himand | eaning her back up
against it.

"Magic's afoot here. It's the only answer to what's been going on. | don't
think it's easy to deceive this merchant-he caught on to our 'divide and



conquer' trick right away. He's no soft noney-counter either."

"l saw the sword-cal |l uses." Tarma bal anced herself on one foot and fol ded her
arns. "Did he tell us all he knew?"

"I think so. | don't think he held anything back after he played his high
card. "

"The niece? He also didn't want us to know how much he val ued her. Damm. This
is a bad piece of business.”

"He'd rather we thought the | oss of goods and trade neant nore to him" Kethry
replied. "They're a secretive lot in nany ways, these traders."

"Al nost as secretive as sorceresses, no?" One corner of Tarma's thin |ips
quirked up in a half-smle. The smile vani shed as she thought of sonething
el se.

"I's there any chance that any of the wonen survived?"

"Not to put too fine a point upon it, no. This-" Kethry patted the hilt of her

sword, "-would have told ne if any of them had. The pull is there, but w thout
the urgency there'd be if there was anyone needing rescue. Still, we need nore
information, so | mght as well add that to the set of questions | intend to
ask."

Concern flickered briefly in Tarma's eyes. "An unprepared summoni ng? Are you
sure you want to risk it? If nothing else, it will wear you down, and you have
all those illusions to cast."

"I think it's worth it. There aren't that nmany hostile entities to guard
against in this area, and I'll have all night to rest afterward-nost of
tonorrow as well, once we reach that farnstead."

"You're the magic-worker." Tarma sighed. "Since we've hired this roomfor the
whol e evening, want to make use of it? It's bigger than our sleeping room"

At Kethry's nod, Tarma pushed the table into a corner, stacking the benches on
top of it, while Kethry set the oil lanp on the mantel pi ece. Mdst of the floor
space was now cl eared

"I"ll keep watch on the door." Tarnma sat on the floor with her back firmy
braced against it. Since it opened inward, the entrance was now solidly
guarded agai nst all but the nmost stubborn of intruders.

Kethry inscribed a circle on the floor with powders from her belt-pouch,
chanti ng under her breath. She used no dramatic or spectacul ar cerenonies, for
she had |l earned her art in a gentler school than the other sorcerers Tarma had
seen. Her powers cane fromthe voluntary cooperation of other-planar entities,
and she never coerced theminto doing her bidding.

There were advant ages and di sadvantages to this. She need not safeguard
hersel f agai nst the deceptions and treacheries of these creatures-but the cost
to her in terms of her own energi es expended was correspondi ngly higher. This
was particularly true at tines when she had no chance to prepare herself for a
sumoning. It took a great deal of power to attract a being of benign
intent-particularly one that did not know her-and nore to convince it that her
i nt ent

was good. Hence, the circle-meant not to protect her, but to protect what she



woul d call, so that it would know itself unthreatened.

As she seated herself within the circle, Tarma shifted her own position unti
she, too, was quite confortable. Then she renoved one of her hidden daggers
and began honing it with her sharpeni ng-stone.

Ket hry had renoved her sword and placed it outside the circle-sonething she
did only when working summoni ngs. Tarma regarded the bl ade, as it lay between
her and her bl oodsister, with a thoughtful eye.

Ket hry's sword was no ordinary blade-it held a powerful and strange magic.
"Need" was the name of the blade, and it bound its bearer to the aid of other
worren. To a fighter, it granted near inmmunity to any magics. To a magician, it
conferred expertise in the wielding of it, but only to defend herself or

anot her woman. Herself--for only a woman could use it. It had other properties
as well, such as being able to speed healing or hold off death for a linited
time, but those were the main gifts the bl ade best owed.

Tarma wonder ed how many of those arcane gifts they'd be using this tine.

There was a stirring in the circle Kethry had inscribed, and Tarma pull ed her
attention back to the present. Something was beginning to formmstily in
front of the seated sorceress.

The mist began to forminto a mniature whirlpool, coalescing into a figure as
it did so. As it solidified, Tarna coul d see what seened to be a jewel-bright
desert lizard, but one that stood erect, like a man. It was as tall as a man's
armis long, and had a craniumfar larger than any lizard Tarma had ever seen
Firelight winked fromits scales in bands of shining colors, topaz and ruby
predom nating. It was regarding Kethry with intelligence and wary curiosity.

"Sa-asartha, n'hellan?" it said, tilting its head to one side and fidgeting
fromone foot to the other. Its voice was shrill, like that of a very young
chi | d.

"Vede, sa-asarth,"” Kethry replied in the same tongue.

The little creature rel axed and stopped fretting. It appeared to be quite
eager to answer all of Kethry's questions. Now that the initial effort of
calling it was done with, she had no trouble in obtaining all the information
she wanted. Finally she gave the little creature the fruit she'd been toying
with after supper. It snatched the gift greedily, trilled what Tarma presuned
to be thanks, and vani shed into m st again.

Kethry rose stiffly and began to scuff the circle into randompiles of dirt
with the toe of her boot. "It's about what | expected," she said.
"Someone-sonmeone with "a snell of nagic about him according to the
khamsi n- has organi zed what used to be several small bands of narauders into
one | arge one of rather form dable proportions. They have no set canp, so we
can't arrange for the canp to be attacked while they' re anbushing us, |'m
sorry to say. They have no favored anbush point, so we won't know when to
expect them And none of the wonen-girls, really- survived for nore than a
day."

"Dam." Tarma's eyes were shadowed. "Well, we didn't really expect anything
different.”

"No, but you know damm wel|l we both hoped." Kethry's voice was rough with
weariness. "lIt's up to you now, she'enedra. You're the tactician.”



"Then as the tactician, | counsel rest for you." Tarma caught Kethry's

shoul ders to steady her as she stunbled a little fromfatigue. The reaction to
spel | -casting was setting in fast now. Kethry had once described sumoni ng as

being "li ke balancing on a rooftree while scream ng an epic poemin a foreign

| anguage at the top of your lungs." Snall wonder she was exhausted afterward.

The sorceress | eaned on Tarma's supporting shoulder with silent gratitude as
her partner guided her up the stairs to their rented sl eeping room

"It's us, Varrl," Tarma called softly at the door. A muted grow answered her
and they could hear the sound of the bolt being shoved back. Tarma pushed the
door open with one foot, and picked up one of the unlit tallow candl es that
waited on a shelf just inside with her free hand. She lit it at the one in the
bracket outside their door, and the light fromit fell on the head and

shoul ders of a huge black wolf. He stood, tongue lolling out in a lupine grin,
just inside the room H's shoulders were on a level with Tarma's wai st. He
sniffed inquisitively at them making a questioning whine deep in his throat.

"Yes, we took the job-that's our enployer you snell, so don't mangl e hi mwhen
he shows up tonmorrow night. And Kethry's been sunmoni ng, of course, so as
usual she's half dead. C ose the door behind us while | put her to bed."

By now Kethry was nearly asleep on her feet; after some summoni ngs Tarna had
seen her pass into unconsci ousness while still wal king. Tarma undressed her
with the gentle and practiced hands of a nursemaid and got her safely into bed
before she had the chance to fall over. The wolf, neanwhile, had butted the
door shut with his head and pushed the bolt home with his nose. "Any trouble?"
Tarma asked him He snorted with derision

"Well, | didn't really expect any either. This is the quietest inn |'ve been
infor along time. The job is bandits, hairy one, and we're all going to have
to go disguised. That includes you." He whined in protest, ears down. "I know

you don't like it, but there's no choice. There isn't enough cover along the
road to hide a bird, and I want you close at hand, within a few feet of us'at
all times, not wandering out in the desert sonewhere."

The wol f sighed heavily, padded over to her, and laid his heavy head in her
lap to be scratched.

"I know. | know," she said, obliging him "I don't like it any nore than you
do. Just be grateful that all we'll be wearing is illusions, even if they do
make t he backs of our eyes itch. Poor Kethry's going to have to ride nuffled
head-to-toe like a fine lady." Warrl obviously didn't care about poor Kethry.
"You're being very unfair to her, you know. And you're supposed to have been
her famliar, not mne." She and Kethry had gone deep into the Pelagir Hills,
the site of ancient magical wars, and a place where traces of old magic had
changed many of the animals living there into something nmore than dunb
creatures. Kethry had intended to attract a famliar, and she' d done
everyt hi ng perfectly, had gone through a day and a night of conplicated
spel I cast-ing-only to have Warrl appear, then choose Tarma instead. "You're a
magi ¢ beast; born out of magic. You belong with a spell-caster, not some cl od
with a sword."”

Warrl was not inpressed with Tarma's | ogic.

She doesn't need ne,: he spoke mind-to-mind with the swordswoman. :She has the
spirit-sword. You need ne.: And that, so far as Warrl was concerned, was that.

"Well, I"mnot going to argue with you. | never argue with anyone with as nany
sharp teeth as you've got. Maybe bei ng Swordsworn counts as being magic."



She pushed Warrl's head off her |lap and went to open the shutters to the
room s one wi ndow. Moonlight flooded the room she seated herself on the floor
where it would fall on her, just as she did every night when there was a noon
and she wasn't ill or injured. Since they were within the walls of a town and
not camnped, she would not train this night-but the Monpaths were there, as

al ways, waiting to be wal ked. She closed her eyes and found them Wl king them
was, as she'd often told Kethry, inpossible to describe.

When she returned to her body, Warrl was |lying patiently at her back, waiting
for her. She ruffled his fur with a grin, stood, stretched stiffened nuscles,
then stripped to a shift and clinbed in beside Kethry. Warrl sighed with
gratitude and took his usual spot at her feet.

"Three things see no end- A flower blighted ere it bl ooned, A nessage that was
wasted And a journey that was dooned."

The two mercenaries rode out of town in the norning, obviously eager to be
gone. Grum o watched them | eave, gazing sadly at the cloud of dust they

rai sed, his houndlike face clearly displaying his disappointment. His fell ow
nmerchants were equal ly di sappointed when he told themof his failure to
persuade them they had all hoped the wonmen woul d have sol ved their problem

After sundown G unmio took a cart and horse out to his farnstead, a saddled
riding beast tied to the rear of it. After making certain that no one had
followed him he drove directly into the bam then peered around in the
hay-scented gloom A fear crossed his mnd that the wonmen had tricked hi mand
had truly left that norning.
"Don't fret yourself, merchant,"” said a gravelly voice just above his head. He
junped, his heart racing. "We're here."

A vague figure swng down fromthe loft; when it cane cl ose enough for himto
make out features, he started at the sight of a buxom bl onde wearing the
swor dsworman' s cl ot hi ng.

She grinned at his reaction. "Wich one am1? She didn't tell ne. Bl onde?"
He nodded, ammzed.

"Ml ebait again. Good choice, no one would ever think I knew what a bl ade was
for. You don't want to see ny partner." The voice was still in Tarma's
gravelly tones; Gum o assunmed that that was only so he'd recogni ze her. "W
don't want you to have to strain your acting ability tonorrow. Did you bring
everyt hing we asked for?"

"It's all here," he replied, still not believing what his eyes were telling
him "1 weighted the boxes with sand and stones so that they won't seem

enpty."

"You' ve got a good head on you, merchant." Tarma sal uted himas she
unharnessed the horse. "That's something | didn't think of. Best you | eave
now, though, before somebody cones |ooking for you."

He junped down of f the wagon, taking the reins of his riding beast.

"And merchant-" she called as he rode off into the night, "-wi sh us |uck."

That was one thing she didn't have to ask for



He didn't have to act the next norning, when the delicate and aristocratically
frail |ady of obvious noble birth accosted himin his shop, and ordered him
(although it was framed as a request) to include her in his packtrain. in
poi nt of fact, had he not recognized the dress and fur cloak she was weari ng,
he woul d have taken her for a real aristo-one who, by sone inpossible

coi nci dence, had taken the same notion into her head that the swordswoman had
proposed as a ruse. This syl phlike, sleepy-eyed creature with her el aborately
coiffed hair of platinumsilk bore no resenblance at all to the very vibrant
and earthy sorceress he'd hired.

And though he was partially prepared by having seen her briefly the night
before, Tarma (posing as milady's maid) still gave hima shock. He saw why she
called the disguise "malebait"-this anply-endowed bl onde was a wal ki ng
invitation to inpropriety, and nothing like the sexless Swmorn One. Al that
remai ned of "Tarma" were the blue eyes, one of which winked cheerfully at him
to bring himout of his shock.

Gumi o argued vehenently with the highborn dane for the better part of an
hour, and all to no avail. Undaunted, he carried his expostulations out into
the street, still trying to persuade her to change her mnd even as the
packtrain fornmed up in front of his shop. The entire town was privy to the
argunent by that tine.

"Lady, | beg you-reconsider!" he was saying anxiously. "Wait for the King's
Patrol . They have promised to return soon and in force, since the bandits have
not ceased raiding us, and |'mnorally certain they'll be willing to escort
you. "

"My thanks for your concern, nerchant,"” she replied with a gentle and bored
haughti ness, "but | fear ny business cannot wait on their return. Besides,
what is there about me that could possibly tenpt a bandit?"

Those whose ears were stretched to catch this conversation could easily
synmpat hi ze with Gum o's silent-but obvious-plea to the gods for patience, as
they noted the lady's jewels, fine garnents, the weight of the cart hol ding
her possessions, and the well-bred mares she and her maid rode.

The lady turned away from hi mbefore he could continue; a clear gesture of

di smssal, so he held his tongue. In stony silence he watched the train form
up, with the lady and her maid in the center. Since they had no driver for the
cart-though he'd offered to supply one-the lead-rein of the carthorse had been
fastened to the rear packhorse's harness. Surmounting the chests and boxes in
the cart was a toothless old dog, apparently supposed to be guarding her
possessi ons and plainly incapable of guarding anythi ng anynore. The | eader of
the train's six guards took his final instructions fromhis naster, and the
train lurched off down the trade road. As G umi o watched them di sappear into

t he di stance, he could be seen to shake his head in di sapproval .

Had anyone been watchi ng very cl osel y-though no one was-they mi ght have
noticed the lady's fingers nmoving in a conplicated pattern. Had there been any
mages present-which wasn't the case- said mage m ght have recogni zed the
pattern as belonging to the Spell of True Sight. If illusion was involved, it
woul d not be blinding Kethry.

"One anong the guardsnen

Has a shifting, restless eye

And as they ride, he scans the hills
That rise against the sky.

He wears a sword and bracel et

Wrth nore than he can afford



And hi dden in his baggage
I s a heavy, secret hoard."

One of the guards was contenplating the lady's assets with a glee and greed
that equaled his master's dismay. H s expression, carefully controlled, seened
to be renote and inpassive-only his rapidly shifting gaze and the nervous
flicker of his tongue over dry lips gave any clue to his thoughts. Behind
those renote eyes, a treacherous m nd was making a careful inventory of every
jewel and visible possession and cal cul ating their probable val ues.

When the lady's skirt lifted briefly to display a tantalizing glinpse of white
l eg, his control broke enough that he bit his Iip. She was one prize he

i ntended to reserve for hinself; he' d never been this close to a highborn
worman before, and he intended to find out if certain things he' d heard about
beddi ng them were true. The others were going to have to be content with the
anpl e charns of the serving naid, at least until he'd tired of the m stress.

At least there wouldn't be all that caterwauling and screeching there'd been
with the nerchant wenches. That maid | ooked as if she'd had a man tw xt her

l egs plenty of times before, and enjoyed it, too. She'd probably thank him for
livening up her lIife when he turned her over to the men!

He had thought at first that this was going to be another trap, especially
after he'd heard that old Gumio had tried to hire a pair of highly-touted
mercenary worren to rid himof the bandits. One |look at the | ady and her naid,
however, had convinced himthat not only was it absurd to think that they
could be wary hire-swords in disguise, but that they probably didn't even know
whi ch end of a blade to hold. The wench flirted and teased each of the nen in
turn. Her mind was obviously on something other than anbushes and
weaponry-unl ess those anbushes were anorous, and the weaponry of flesh. The

| ady herself seenmed to ride in a half-aware dream and her maid often had to
break off a flirtation in order to ride forward and steady her in the saddle.

Per haps she was a fran-dust sniffer, or there was faldis-)uice mxed in with
the water in the skin on her saddl ebow. That woul d be an unexpected bonus- she
was bound to have a good supply of it anong her bel ongi ngs, and drugs were
worth nore than jewels. And it would be distinctly interesting-his eyes
glinted cruelly-to have her beggi ng on her knees for her drugs as w thdrawal
set in. Assunming, of course, that she survived that [ong. He passed his tongue
over lips gone dry with anticipation. Tonmorrow he woul d give the scouts
trailing the packtrain the signal to attack

"Of three things be wary-

O a feather on a cat,

The shepherd eating nutton

And the guardsman that is fat."

The [ ady and her conpani on made canp a di screet distance fromthe rest of the
caravan, as was only to be expected. She would hardly have a taste for sharing
their rough canp, rude talk, or coarse food

Ket hry's shoul ders sagged with fatigue beneath the weight of her heavy cl oak,
and she was chilled to the bone in spite of its fur lining.

"Are you all right?" Tarma whi spered sharply when she hadn't spoken for
several minutes.

"Just tired. | never thought that holding up five illusions would be so hard.
Three aren't half so difficult to keep intact." She | eaned her forehead on one
hand, rubbing her tenples with cold fingers. "I wish it was over."



Tarma pressed a bow into her other hand. Dutifully, she tried to eat, but the
sand and dust that had plagued their progress all day had crept into the food
as well. It was too dry and gritty to swallow easily, and after one attenpt,
Kethry felt too weary to make any further effort. She laid the bow aside,
unobt rusi vel y-or so she hoped.

Fai nt hope. "Sweeting, if you don't eat by yourself, I'"mgoing to pry your
nmout h open and pour your dinner down your throat." Tarmm's expression was
cloyingly sweet, and the tone of her shifted voice dulcet. Kethry was roused
enough to snmile a little. Wien she was this wearied with the exercise of her
magi cs, she had to be bullied into caring for herself. \Wen she'd been on her
own, she'd sometinmes had to spend days recovering fromthe damages she'd
inflicted on her body by neglecting it. It was at nonments like this that she
valued Tarma's untiring affection and aid the nost.

"What, and ruin our disguises?" she retorted with a little nore life.

"There's nothing at all out of the ordinary in an attentive maid hel ping her
poor, sick mstress to eat. They already think there's something wong with
you. Half of themthink you're ill, the other half think you're in a drug
daze," Tarma replied."They all think you've got nothing between your ears but
air."

Ket hry capitul ated, picked up her dinner, and forced it down, grit and all.

"Now, " Tarma said, when they'd both finished eating, "I know you've sported a
suspect. | can tell by the way you're watching the guards. Tell me which one
it is; I'd be very interested to see if it's the sane one |'ve got ny eye on."

"It's the one with the nouse-brown hair and ratty face that rode tail-guard
this morning."

Tarma's eyes widened a little, but she gave no other sign of surprise. "D d
you say brown hair? And a ratty face? Tail-guard this norning had bl ack hair
and a pouty, babyish look to him™"

Kethry revived a bit nore. "Really? Are you tal king about the one wal ki ng
between us and their fire right now? The one with all the jewelry? And does he
seemto be someone you know very vaguel y?"

"Yes. One of the hire-swords with the horse traders nmy clan used to dea
with-1 think his name was Tedric. Wy?"

Ket hry unbuckl ed a small ornanmental dagger from her belt and passed it to
Kethry with exaggerated care. Tarma clained it with the same caution-caution
that was quite justified, since the "dagger" was in reality Kethry's sword
Need, no matter what shape it wore at the noment. Beneath the illusion, it
still retained its original nass and weight.

"Now | ook at him"

Tarma cast a surreptitious glance at the guard again, and her |ips tightened.
Even when it was done by magic, she didn't |ike being tricked. "Muse-brown
hair and a ratty face," she said. "He changed." She returned the blade to

Ket hry.

"And now?" Kethry asked, when Need was safely back on her belt.

"Now that's odd," Tarma said thoughtfully. "If he were using an illusion, he
shoul d have gone back to the way he | ooked before, but he didn't. He's stil



mousy and ratty, but ny eyes feel funny-like sonmething's pulling at them and
he's blurred a bit around the edges. It's alnost as if his face was trying to
| ook different fromwhat |I'm seeing."

"Mnd-magic," Kethry said with satisfaction. "So that's why | wasn't able to
detect any spells! It's not a true illusion like I'm holding on us. They
practice mnd-magic a lot nore up north, and I'"'monly marginally fanmliar with
the way it works since it doesn't operate quite like what |1've learned. If
what |'ve been told is true, his mnd is telling your mnd that you know hi m

and letting your nmenory supply an acceptable face. He could very well | ook
like a different person to everyone in the caravan, but since he always | ooks
fam liar, any of themwould be willing to vouch for him™"

"Which is how he keeps sneaking into the pack-trains. He | ooks different each
time, since no one is likely to 'see' a man they know is dead. Very clever.
You say this isn't a spell?"

"M nd- magi ¢ depends on inborn abilities to work; if you haven't got them you
can't leamit. It's unlike nmy magic, where it's useful to have the G ft, but
not necessary. \WAs he the same one you were watchi ng?"

"He is, indeed. So your True Sight spell works on this 'mnd-magic,' too?"
"Yes, thank the gods. What tipped you off to hinP"

"Nothing terribly obvious, just a lot of little things that weren't quite
right for the ordinary guard he's pretending to be. His sword is a shade too
expensive. Hi s horse has been badly m sused, but he's got very good lines;
he's of nmuch better breeding than a comon guard should own. And lastly, he's
wearing jewelry he can't afford.”

Ket hry | ooked puzzled. "Several of the other guards are wearing just as much.
| thought nost hire-swords wore their savings."

"So they do. Thing is, of the others, the only ones with as nuch or nore are
ei ther the guard-chief, or ones wearing nostly brass and gl ass; showy, neant
to inpress village tarts, but worthless. Hs is all real, and the quality is
hi gh. Too damed high for the Iikes of him"

"Now t hat we know who to watch, what do we do?"

"W wait,"” Tarma replied with a certain grimsatisfaction. "He'll have to
signal the rest of his troupe to attack us sooner or |ater, and one of us
shoul d be able to spot himat it. Wth luck and the Warrior on our side, we'll
have enough warning to be ready for them™

"I hope it's sooner." Kethry sipped at the well-watered wi ne which was al
she'd all ow herself when holding spells in place. Her eyes were heavy, dry,
and sore. "lI'mnot sure how rmuch longer | can hold up nmy end.”

"Then go to sleep, dearling.” Tarma's voi ce held an unusual gentleness, a
gentl eness only Kethry, Warrl, and small children ever saw. "Furface and | can
take turns on ni ghtwatch; you needn't take a turn at all."

Ket hry did not need further urging, but wapped herself up in her cloak and a
bl anket, pillowed her head on her arm and fell asleep with the suddenness of
a tired puppy. The illusions she'd woven would remain intact even while she
slept. Only three things could cause themto fail. They'd break if she broke
them herself, if the pressure of spells froma greater sorcerer than she were
brought to bear on them or if she died. Her training had been arduous and



quite thorough; as conplete in its way as Tarma's sword training had been

Seeing her shiver in her sleep, Tarma built up the fire with a bit nore dried
dung (the | eavings of previous caravans were all the fuel to be found out
here) and covered her with the rest of the spare blankets. The illusions were
drai ni ng energy from Ket hry;

Tarma knew she'd be quite confortable with one bl anket and her cloak, and if
that didn't suffice, Warrl made an excellent "bedwarner." The night passed
uneventful ly.

Morni ng saw themridi ng deeper into the stony hills that ringed the desert
basin they'd spent the day before passing through. The road was considerably

| ess dusty now, but the air held nore of a chill. Both Tarma and Kethry tried
to keep an eye on their suspect guard, and shortly before noon their vigilance
was rewarded. Both of them saw him flashing the sunlight off his arnband in
what could only be a deliberate series of signals.

"From anbush, bandits screamnming Charge the packtrain and its prize, And al

but four within the train Are taken by surprise, And all but four are cut down
Li ke a woodsman fells a | og, The guardsman, and the | ady, And the naiden, and

the dog. Three things know a secret- First; the lady in a dream The dog that

barks no warning And the maid that does not scream”

Even with advance warning, they hadn't much tine to ready thensel ves.

Bandits charged the packtrain fromboth sides of the road, scream ng at the
tops of their lungs. The guards were taken conpletely by surprise. The three
apprentice traders acconpanying the train flung thensel ves down on their faces
as their master

Grumi o had ordered themto do in hopes that they'd be overl ooked. To the
bandit-master at the rear of the train, it seemed that once again all had gone
conpletely according to plan. Until Kethry broke her illusions.

"Then of f the lady pulls her cloak-
In arnor she is clad,

Her sword is out and ready

And her eyes are fierce and gl ad.
The mai den gestures briefly,

And the dog's a cur no nore

A wol f, sword-nmaid, and sorceress
Now face the bandit corps.

Three things never anger,

O you will not live for |ong-

A wolf with cubs, a man with power,
And a wonan's sense of wong."

The brigands at the forefront of the pack found thensel ves faci ng sonething
they hadn't renotely expected. Gone were the hel pless, frightened wonen on

hi gh-bred steeds too fearful to run. In their place sat a pair of well-arned,
grimfaced mercenaries on school ed warbeasts. Wth them was an oversi zed and
very hungry-I| ooki ng wol f.

The pack of bandits nmilled, brought to a halt by this unexpected devel oprnent.
Finally one of the bigger ones grow ed a challenge at Tarma, who only grinned

evilly at him Kethry saluted them nockingly-and the pair noved into action
expl osi vel y.



They split up and charged the marauders, giving themno tinme to adjust to the
altered situation. The bandits had hardly expected the fight to be carried to
them and reacted too late to stop them Their nonentum carried themthrough

the pack and up onto the hillsides on either side of the road. Now they had

t he hi gh ground.

Ket hry had drawn Need, whose magi ¢ was enabling her to keep herself intact

| ong enough to find a massive boul der to put her back agai nst. The | ong odds
were actually favoring the two of themfor the nonent, since the bandits were
nmostly succeeding only in getting in each other's way. Cbviously they had not
been trained to fight together, and had done well so far |largely because of
the surprise with which they'd attacked and their sheer nunbers. Once Kethry
had gai ned her chosen spot, she slid off her horse, and sent it off with a
slap to its runp. The nottled, huge-headed beast was as ugly as a piece of
rough granite, and twi ce as tough, but she was a Shin'a'in-bred-and-trained
war steed, and worth the weight in silver of the high-bred mare she'd been
spelled to resenble. Now that Kethry was on the ground, she'd attack anything
whose scent she didn't recognize-and quite probably kill it.

Warrl came to her side | ong enough to give her the time she needed to transfer
her sword to her left hand and begin calling up her nore arcane offensive
weaponry.

In the meantinme, Tarma was in her elenment, cutting a bloody swath through the
bandit horde with a fiercely joyous gleamin her eyes. She clenched her mare's
belly with viselike legs; only one trained in Shin'a'in-style horse-warfare
from chil dhood coul d possibly have stayed with the beast. The mare was | aying
all about her with iron-shod hooves and enor-

mous yel l ow teeth; neither animal nor man was likely to escape her once she'd
targeted him She had an uncanny sense for anyone trying to get to her rider
by di sabling her; once she tw sted and bucked like a cat on hot netal to

si mul t aneously crush the bandit in front of her while kicking in the teeth of
the one that had thought to hanstring her fromthe rear. She accounted for at
| east as many of the bandits as Tarna did.

Tarma saw Kethry's mare rear and sl ash out of the corner of her eye; the
saddl e was enpty, but she wasn't worried. The bond of she'enedran made them
bound by spirit, and she'd have known if anything was wong. Since the mare
was fighting on her own, Kethry nust have found sonepl ace hi gh enough to see
over the heads of those around her

As if to confirmthis, things |ike ball-Iightning began appearing and

expl odi ng, knocking bandits fromtheir horses, clouds of red nist began to

wr eat he the heads of others (who clutched their throats and turned interesting
colors), and oddly formed creatures joined Warrl at harrying and biting at
those on foot.

When that began, especially after one spectacular fireball left a pile of
snoki ng ash in place of the bandit's second-in-command, it was nore than the
remai nder of the band could stand up to. Their easy prey had horned into
Hel | spawn, and there was nothing that could make them stay to face anythi ng
nore. The ones that were still nounted turned their horses out of the nelee
and fled for their lives. Tarma and the three surviving guards took care of
the rest.

As for the bandit chief, who had sat his horse in stupefied amazenent fromthe
monent the fight turned against them he suddenly realized his own peril and
tried to escape with the rest. Kethry, however, had never once forgotten him
Her bolt of power-intended this time to stun, not kill-took himsquarely in



t he back of the head.

"The bandits grow a challenge, But the lady only grins. The sorceress bows
nocki ngly, And then the fight begins. Wen it ends, there are but four Left
standing fromthat horde- The witch, the wolf, the traitor, And the wonman wth
the sword. Three things never trust in- The maiden sworn as pure, The vows a
ki ng has given And the anbush that is 'sure." "

By late afternoon the heads of the bandits had been piled in a grisly cairn by
the side of the road as a nute renminder to their fellows of the eventua

reward of banditry. Their bodies had been dragged off into the hills for the
scavengers to quarrel over. Tarma had supervised the cleanup, the three
apprentices serving as her work force. There had been a good deal of stomach
purging on their part at first- especially after the way Tarma had casual ly

| opped of f the heads of the dead or wounded bandits-but they'd obeyed her

wi t hout question. Tarma had had to hide her snickering behind her hand, for

t hey | ooked at her whenever she gave them a conmmand as though they feared that
their heads nmight well adorn the cairn if they |agged or sl acked.

She hersel f had seen to the wounds of the surviving guards, and the burial of
the two dead ones.

One of the guards could still ride; the other two were | oaded into the

now usel ess cart after the enpty boxes had been thrown out of it. Tarnma
ordered the whol e caravan back to town; she and Kethry planned to catch up
with themlater, after sone unfinished business had been taken care of.

Part of that unfinished business was the filling and marking of the dead
guards' graves.

Ket hry brought her a rag to wi pe her hands with when she'd finished. "Dam. |
wi sh- Hel | spawn, they were just honest hire-swords,"” she said, |ooking at the
stone cairns she'd built with renmote regret. "It wasn't their fault we didn't
have a chance to warn them Maybe they shouldn't have | et thensel ves be
surprised like that, not with what's been happening to the packtrains
lately-but still, your life's a pretty heavy price to pay for alittle

car el essness. "

Ket hry, her energy back to normal now that she was no | onger being drained by

her illusions, slipped a synmpathetic armaround Tarma's shoul ders. "Come on
she' enedra. | want to show you sonething that m ght nake you feel a little
better."

When Tarma had gone to direct the cleanup, Kethry had been engaged in
stripping the bandit chief down to his skin and readyi ng his unconsci ous body
for sone sort of involved sorcery. Tarma knew she'd had some sort of specific
puni shrent in mind fromthe time she'd heard about the stolen girls, but she'd
had no idea of what it was.

"They' ve stripped the traitor naked
And t hey' ve whi pped hi m on his way
into the barren hill sides,

Li ke the folk he used to slay.

They take a thorough vengeance

For the wonen he's cut down,

And then they nount their horses
And they journey back to town.

Three things trust and cherish well -



The horse on which you ride
The beast that guards and wat ches
And your shield-mate at your sidel™

Now before her was a bizarre sight. Tied to the back of one of the bandit's
abandoned horses was- apparently-the unconsci ous body of the high-bom | ady
Ket hry had spelled herself to resenble. She was clad only in a few rags, and
had a bruise on one tenple, but otherw se | ooked to be unhar ned.

Tarma circled the tableau slowy. There was no flawin the illusion-if indeed
it was an illusion.

"Unbel i evable,” she said at last. "That is him isn't it?"
"Ch, yes, indeed. One of ny best pieces of work."
"WIl it hold without you around to nmaintain it?"

"I't'"ll hold, all right," Kethry replied with deep satisfaction. "That's part
of the beauty and the justice of the thing. The illusion is irretrievably
nmel ded with his own mind-magic. He'll never be able to break it hinself, and
no reputable sorcerer will break it for him And | prom se you, the only
sorcerers for weeks in any direction are quite reputable.”

"Why woul dn't he be able to get one to break it for hin®"
"Because |'ve signed it." Kethry made a small gesture, and two synbol s
appeared for a nmonment above

the bandit's head. One was the synbol Tarnma knew to be Kethry's sigil, the
other was the glyph for "Justice.” "Any attenpt to probe the spell wll make
t hose appear. | doubt that anyone will ignore the judgment sign, and even if
they were inclined to, | think my reputation is good enough to nake nopst
sorcerers think twi ce about undoing what |'ve done."

"You really didn't change him did you?" Tarma asked, a horrible thought
occurring to her. "I nean, if he's really a woman now "

"Bright Lady, what an awful paradox we'd have!" Kethry | aughed, easing Tarma's
m nd considerably. "W punish himfor what he's done to wonen by turning him
into a woman-but as a wonan, we'd now be honor-bound to protect him No, don't
worry. Under the illusion-and it's a very conplete illusion, by the way, it
extends to all senses-he's still quite male."

She gave the horse's runp a whack, breaking the Iight enchantnent that had
held it quiet, and it bucked a little, scrabbling off into the barren hills.

"The | ast of the band went that way," she said, pointing after the beast, "And
the horse he's on will follow their scent back to where they've nmade their
canp. O course, none of his former followers will have any notion that he's
anyt hi ng ot her than what he appears to be."

A wicked smile crept across Tarma's face. It matched the one al ready curving
Kethry's lips.

"I wish | could be there when he arrives,"” Tarma said with a note of
vi ci ousness in her harsh voice. "It's bound to be interesting.”

"He'll certainly get exactly what he deserves." Kethry watched the horse
vani sh over the crest of



the hill. "I wonder how he'll |ike being on the receiving end?"

"I know sonebody who will like this-and | can't wait to see his face when you
tell him"

"G um o?"

"Mn hnrm "

"You know" Kethry replied thoughtfully, "-this was al nost worth doi ng for
free. "

"She' enedra! " Tarma exclained in nock horror. "Your m splaced honor will have

us starving yet! We're supposed to be nercenaries!"”
"I said alnpbst." Kethry joined in her partner's gravelly laughter. "Come on
W' ve got pay to collect. You knowthis just mght end up as sone bard's
song. "

"It mght at that," Tarnma chuckl ed. "And what will you bet me that he gets the
tale all wong?"

THE MAKI NG OF A LEGEND

Speaki ng of Leslac, here he is, in his debut, making life m serable for the
ladies. It's kind of interesting that the nore | wite about Tarnma and Kethry,
the nore often there's hunor in the stories. The first one was rather grim
but they've gradually |ightened up

By the way, if you' ve noticed that the ladies often swich horses, it's not a
m stake. As explained in By the Sword, since they are partners, the

battl esteeds are trained to accept either rider, so they often switch off just
to keep the mares in training, just as one can have a guard dog that accepts
nore than one handl er, but eats anyone who isn't a designated handler. It
woul d be a real problemif Tarnma happened to need a horse that was all the way
across a battlefield, and Kethry's happened to be right at hand but woul dn't

| et her nount.

Brown- gray and green-brown | andscape, and a coating of dust all over
everything, a haze of dust in the air, a cloud of dust hangi ng behind them
where Tarma and Kethry's tired mares had kicked it up. Fields, farnmholdings,
trees. More fields, nore farnmhol dings, nore trees. Not wild trees either
trees tamed, planted in neat little orchards or w ndbreaks, as orderly and
honebound as the farmers who husbanded them A tidy land this; carefully
ruled. No calling here for outland nercenaries.

Al the nore reason to get through it as fast as Hell sbane and Ironheart could
nmanage.

On the other hand, the Wiite Wnds sorceress Kethry reflected, there was no
use in night-long riding when they were in civilized |ands. No telling when
they mght see a real bed once they got into territory that did need their
spel I s and swords.

Ket hry wi ped her forehead with her sleeve, adjusted the geas-bl ade Need on her
back, and blinked the road dust out of her sore eyes. The sun sat on the

hori zon like a fat red tomato, seem ngly as conplacent as the farmers it shone
down on. "How far to the next town?" she asked over the dull clopping of
hooves on flint-hard earth.



"Huh?" Her companion, the Shin'a'in Swrdsworn Tarma, started up out of a
doze, blinking sleepy, ice-blue eyes. Her granite-gray mare snorted and
sneezed as the thin swordswonan jerked alert.

"I asked you how far it was to the next town," Kethry repeated, raking
sweat - danp anber hair with her fingers, trying to get it tucked behind her
ears. In high-sumer heat like this, she envied Tarma's chosen arrangenent of
tiny, tight-bound braids. It may not have been cooler, but it |ooked cooler
And Tarma's coarse black hair wasn't always coning | oose and getting into her
eyes and nmouth, or meking the back of her neck hot.

"Must' ve nodded of f; sorry about that, G eeneyes," Tarma sai d sheepishly,
extracting the map fromthe waterproof pocket on the saddle skirting in front
of her. "Hmmnext town's Viden; we'll hit there just about dusk."

"Viden? Oh, hell-" Kethry replied in disgust, rolling the sleeves of her buff
sorcerer's robe a little

higher. "It would be Viden. | was hoping for a bath and a bed."

"What's wong with Viden?" Tarma asked. To Kethry's further disgust she didn't
even | ook warm there was no sheen of sweat on that dark-gold skin, and that
despite the | eather tunic and breeches she wore. Granted, she was fromthe
Dhori sha Plains where it got a lot hotter than it was here, but-

VWll, it wasn't fair.

"Viden's overlord is what's wong," she answered. "A petty despot, Lord
Corley; hired a gang of prison scumto enforce things for him" She nade a
sour face. "He manages to stay just on the right side of tolerable for the
Vi den nerchants, so they pay his fees and ignore him But outsiders find
thenselves a lot lighter in the pocket if they overnight there. Doesn't even
call it a tax, just sends his boys after you to shake you down. Hellfire."

"Ch, well," Tarma shrugged philosophically. "At |east we were warned. Figure
we'd better skirt the place altogether, or is it safe enough to stop for a
neal ?"

:For a short stop | misdoubt a great deal of trouble with me at your side,

the [ upine kyree trotting at lronheart's side mndspoke to both of them

Ket hry grinned despite her disappointnment. Seeing as Warrl's shoul ders cane as
high as Tarma's wai st, and he had a head the size of a large nelon with teeth
of a length to match, it was extrenely doubtful that any one- or even three-of
the Viden-lord' s toughs would care to chance seei ng what the kyree was capabl e
of .

"Saf e enough for that," Kethry acknow edged. "Fromall | heard they don't
bestir thenselves nore than they can help. By the time they manage to get

t hensel ves organized into a party big enough to give us trouble, we'll have
paid for our neal and gone."

The dark, stone-walled comon room of the inn was nuch cool er than the street
out side. Bard Leslac | ounged in the cool est, darkest corner, sipped his tepid
al e, and congratul ated himself smugly on his foresight. There was only one

i nn-his quarry would have to conme here to eat and drink. He'd beaten them by
nearly half a day; he'd had plenty of tine to choose a confortable,

out - of -t he-way corner to observe what mnust cone.



For nearly two years now, he had been followi ng the careers of a pair of
freel ance mercenaries, both of them wonen (which was unusual enough), one a
sorceress, the other one of the nysterious Shin"a'in out of the Dhorisha

Pl ai ns (which was unheard of). He had created one truly masterful ballad out
of the stories he'd collected about them masterful enough that he was no

| onger being pelted with refuse in village squares, and was now actual |y

wel cone in taverns.

But he wanted nore such ball ads. And there was one cloud on his success.

Not once in all that time had he ever nmanaged to actually catch sight of the
worren.

Ch, he'd tried, right enough-but they kept maki ng unexpected and unexpl ai ned
detours-and by the tinme he found out where they'd gone, it was too late to do
anyt hi ng but take notes fromthe wi tnesses and curse his luck for not being on
the scene. No bard worth his strings would ever take secondhand accounts for
the whole truth. Especially not when those secondhand accounts were
so-unenbel Ii shed. No inpassi oned speeches, no fountains of blood - in fact, by
the way these stupid peasants kept telling the tales, the wonen seened to go
out of their way to avoid fights. And that was plainly not possible.

But this tine he had them There was no place for themto go now except Viden
- and Vi den boasted a w cked overl ord.

Lesl ac was certain they'd head here. How could they not? Hadn't they nade a
career out of righting the wongs done to hel pl ess women? Surely sone of the
worren in Viden had been abused by Lord CGor-ley. Surely CGorley's Lady was in
dire need of rescue. He could just imagine it - Tarma facing down a round
dozen of Corley's nen, then dispatching themeasily with a triunphant |augh
Ket hry taking on Lord Gorley's sorcerer (surely he had one) in a nage-duel of
titanic proportions. The possibilities were endl ess.

And Leslac would be on hand to record everything.

Tarma sagged down onto the snpboth wooden bench with a sigh. Dam, but | w sh
we could overnight it. One nore day in this heat and folks' Il smell us com ng
a furlong amay. Wsh | just dared to take ny dammed boots off. My feet fee
broi |l ed.

She propped both el bows on the wooden table and knuckl ed the dust out of her
eyes.

Foot st eps approaching. Then, "Wat'll it be, mladies?"

The deep voice to her right sounded just a shade apprehensive. Tarma blinked
up at the burly innkeeper standing a respectful distance away.

Apron's cl ean-hands're clean. Table's clean. Good enough. W can at |east have
a neal before we hie out.
"No | adi es here, Keeper," she replied, her hoarse voice even nore grating than
usual because of all the dust she'd eaten today. "Just a couple of tired neres
wanting a neal and a quiet drink."

The slightly worried | ook did not |eave the innkeeper's shiny, round face.
"And that?" he asked, nodding at Warrl, sprawl ed besi de her on the stone
floor, panting.

"Al'l he wants is about two tradewei ght of neat scraps and bones-npbre neat than



bone, please, and no bird bones. A big bow of cool water. And half a | oaf of
barl ey bread."

:Wth honey,: pronpted the voice in her head.

You want honey in this heat?

:Yes,: Warrl said with finality.

"Wth honey," she anended. "Split the |loaf and pour it down the mddle."

You're going to get it in your fur, and who's going to have to help you get it
out ?

1 will not!: Warrl gave her an offended gl ance fromthe fl oor

The innkeeper smled a little. Tarma grinned back. "Damm beast's got a sweet
tooth. What's on the board tonight?"

"Mutton stew, chicken fried or stewed, egg' n' onion pie. Cheese bread or barley
bread. Ale or wine."

"Whi ch's cool er ?"

The innkeeper smled a little nore. "Wne. Mre expensive and goes bad
qui cker, so we keep it deeper in cellar.”

"Egg pie, cheese bread, and w ne."
Ket hry, who was trying to

Tarma | ooked across the tiny table at

knot her anber hair up off her neck and having no great success. Kethry nodded
shortly. "Wiite wine, if you' ve got it. For two."

"You be staying?" The apprehensive | ook was back

"No," Tarma raised an eyebrow at him "I don't like to slander a man's

honepl ace, but your town's got a bad name for travelers, Keeper. | don't doubt
we coul d take care of anyone thinking to shake us down, but it would rmake an
al m ghty mess in your clean inn."

The i nnkeeper heaved a visible sigh of relief. "My mnd exactly, swordl ady. |
seen a few neres in ny tine-and you two | ook handi er than nmpost. But you
dealin' with Gorley's bullyboys would | eave me out of pocket for things

br oke-nmore than losin' your night's lodging is gonna cost ne."

Tarma | ooked around the common room and was mildly surprised to see that they
were the only occupants other than a scruffy, curly-pated mnstrel-type tucked
up in one corner. She dismissed that one without a second thought. Too skinny
to be any kind of fighter, so he wasn't one of Gorley's enforcers; dark of
hai r and dusky of skin, so he wasn't local. And he blinked in a way that told
her he was just a tad shortsighted. No threat.

"That why you're a bit short on custon®?" she asked. "Not having travel ers?"

"Nah-it ain't market-day, that's all. W never was much on overnighters
anyway, only got three roons upstairs. Mst folk stop at Lyavor or Grant's
Hol d. Al ways made our way on |local custom | bring you your wi ne, eh? You want

that pie cold or het up?"

Tarma shuddered. "Cold, cold-1've had enough heat and dust today."



"Then it won't be but a blink-"

The i nnkeeper hurried through the open door in the far wall that presumably
led to the kitchen. Tarma sagged her head back down to her hands and cl osed
her eyes.

Lesl ac frowned. This was not going as he' d expected.

The wonen-he'd expected themto be taller, somehow, especially the

swor dsworman. C eaner, not so-shabby. Aristocratic. Silk for the sorceress, and
shining steel arnmor for the swordswoman, not a dull buff homespun robe and a
pl ai n | eat her ganbeson. And in his nmental image they had al ways held

t hensel ves proudly, challengingly-shining Warriors of the Light-

Not two tired, dusty, slouching, ordinary women; not women who rubbed their
red-rimred eyes or fought with their hair.

Not wonen who avoi ded a confrontati on

He studied them despite his di sappointnent- surely, surely there was sonme sign
of the | egend they were becom ng-the innkeeper had seen it. He'd been
concerned that they could take on Lord Gorley's nmen and wi n-and weck the inn
in the process.

After long nonents of study, as the innkeeper cane and went with food and
drink, Leslac began to snmile again. No, these weren't Shining Warriors of the
Li ght -t hese wonen were sonething even better

Li ke angel s who could put on human guise, Tarma and Kethry hid their

strengt hs-obviously to put their targets off-guard. But the signs were there,
and the innkeeper had read them before Leslac had even guessed at them But-it
showed; in the easy way they noved, in the hands that never strayed too far
froma hilt, in the fact that they had not put off their weapons. In the way

t hat one of them was al ways on guard, eyes warily surveying the room between
bites. In the signs of wear that only hard usage could put on a weapon.

Undoubtedly they were intending to remain here- but they didn't want Lord
Corley alerted by staying in the inn.

Leslac nmentally congratul ated themon their subtlety.

Even as he did so, however, there was a commotion at the inn door-and
red-faced and besotted with drink, Lord Gorley hinmself staggered through it
after colliding with both of the doorposts.

Leslac nearly crowed with gl ee and pressed hinmsel f back into the rough stone
of the corner wall. Now he'd have what he'd come so far to witness! There
woul d be no way now for the wonen to avoid a confrontation

Tarma was sipping the |ast of her wine when the drunk stunbled in through the
door and tripped over Warrl's tail

Warrl yel ped and sent out a M ndshriek that was conprised of nore startl enent
than pain. But it left Tarma stunned and deafened for a noment-and when her
eyes cleared, the sot was | oom ng over her, enveloping her in a cloud of stale
wi ne funes.

Ch, Lady of the Sunrise, | do not need this-



"I'sh zhish yer dog?" The man was beefy, muscle running to fat, nose a red
| acework of broken veins that told a tale of far too nmany nights like this
one- nights spent drunk on his butt before the sun was scarcely bel ow t he
hori zon. His wattled face was flushed with wi ne and anger, his curly brown
hair greasy with sweat.

Tarma si ghed. "lInsofar as anyone can claimhim yes, he's mne," she said
placatingly. "lI'msorry he was in your way. Now why don't you let ne buy you a
drink by way of apol ogy?"

The i nnkeeper had inexplicably vani shed, but there was a nug or three left in
their bottle-

The man woul d not be placated. "I don' I|ike yer dog,"' an' | don'

like yer ugly face!"

he grow ed,

He stunbl ed back a pace or two-then, before Tarma had a chance to blink, he'd
drawn his sword and was sw ngi ng at her

Wldly, of course. She didn't have to nove but a hand's breadth to dodge out
of his way-but that only served to anger himfurther, and he cane at her
windmlling his blade fit to cut the air into ribbons.

She rolled off the bench and cane up on her toes. He followed so closely on
her heels that she had only time to dodge, drop to her shoulder and roll out
of his way again, under the shelter of another bench

As he kicked at her shelter, she could see that Warrl was beneath the table,
grinning at her.

You nmangy flea-nonger, you started this! she thought at him avoiding the
drunk's kick, but losing her shield. She scranmbled to her feet again, dodging
anot her sw ng.

:1 did no such thing,: Warrl replied coolly. :It was purely accident-:

She got a table between herself and the sot-but the drunk swung, split the
table in two, and kept com ng.

Lady's teeth, | daren't use a blade on him 1'Il kill himby accident, she
t hought. And then 1'Il have the townsfolk or his friends on our backs.

She | ooked about her in a breath between a duck and a dodge. In desperation
she grabbed a broomthat was |eaning up in a corner by the kitchen door

Since he was flailing away as much with the flat as with the edge, and since
she coul d pick the angle with which she met his weapon, she was now
effectively on equal footing. Mostly.

He was still drunk as a pig, and mad as a hornet's nest. And he wanted to kil
her .

She countered, bl ocked, and countered agai n; bl ocked the bl ade hi gh and
slipped under it to end up behind him

And swatted his anple rear with the business end of the broom
That was a m stake; he was angered still nore, and his anger was nmaking him

sober. H's swings were becomng nore controlled, and with a lot nore force
behi nd t hem



Tarma | ooked around for assistance. Kethry was standing over in the sheltered
coner beside the fireplace, |aughing her head off.

"You m ght hel p!" Tarma snapped, dodgi ng another blow, and poking the drunk in
the belly with the end of the broom Unfortunately, the straw end, or the
contest would have finished right there.

"Ch, no, | wouldn't think of it!" Kethry how ed, tears pouring down her face.
"You're doing so well by yourself!"

Enough i s enough.

Tarma bl ocked anot her stroke, then poked the sot in the belly again-but this
time with the sharp end of the broom

The man's eyes bul ged and he fol ded over, dropping his sword and grabbing his
anpl e belly.

Tarma ran around behind himand gave hima tremendous swat in the rear
sendi ng himtunbling across the roomwhere he tripped and fell into the cold
fireplace, his head neeting the andiron with a sickening crack

Silence fell, thick as the heat, and Tarma got a sinking feeling in her
st onmach.
"Ch, hell-" Tarma wal ked over to the fallen drunk and poked himw th her toe.

No doubt about it. He was stone dead.
"Ch, hell. Onh, bloody hell."

The i nnkeeper appeared at her el bow as silently and nysteriously as he'd
vani shed. He | ooked at the shanbles of his inn-and took a closer ook at the
body.

"By the gods-" he gul ped. "You've killed Lord Gorley!"

"Your husband may not have been much before, Lady, but I'mafraid right now
he's rather less,"” Tarma said wearily. Sonmewhat to her amazenent, the

i nnkeeper had not summoned what passed for the law in Viden; instead he'd

| ocked up the inn and sent one of his boys off for Lady Gorley. Tarnma was not
m nded to try and nake a run for it-unless they had to. The horses were tired,
and so were they. It mght be they could talk thenmsel ves out of this one.

Maybe.

The Lady had arrived attended by no one-which caused Kethry's eyebrow to ri se.
And she wasn't much better dressed than a well-to-do merchant's wife, which
surprised Tarnma

It was too bad they'd had to meet under circunstances |ike this one; Tarma
woul d have liked to get to know her. She held herself quietly, but with an air
of calmauthority Iike a Shin"a'in shaman. A square face and grayi ng bl onde
hair held remants of great beauty-not ruined beauty either, just transforned
into something with nore character than sinple prettiness.

She gazed di spassionately down on the body of her former Lord for several |ong
nmonents. And Tarnma | onged to know what was going on in her head.



"I"'mafraid | have to agree with your assessnent on all counts, Shin'a'in,"

she replied. "I shan't mss him poor man. Neither will anyone else, to be
frank But this puts us all in a rather delicate position. | appreciate that
you could have fled. | appreciate that you didn't-"

"No chance," Kethry answered, wi thout elaborating. She'd signaled to her
partner that her dammed ensorcelled bl ade had flared up at her the heartbeat
after Lord Corley breathed his last. Plainly his Lady would be in danger from
his death. Just as plainly, Need expected themto do sonething about this.

"Well." Lady Corley turned away fromthe body as a thing of no inportance, and
faced Tarnma. "Let me explain a little sonmething. In the past several years
Kendri k has been nore and nore addicted to the bottle, and | ess and | ess
capabl e. The Viden-folk took to bringing ne their business, and when Kendri k
hired that gang of his and began extracting noney fromthem | began returning
it as soon as it went into the treasury. No one was hurt, and no one was the
w ser."

"\What about-" Tarma coughed politely. "Begging your pardon milady, but that
ki nd of scumgenerally is bothersome to young wonen-"

She smled thinly. "The nmen satisfied their lust w thout rapine-Kendrik knew J
woul dn't stand for that, and | was the one who saw to his conforts. One week
of doi ng without proper food and wi thout his wi ne taught himto respect ny
wishes in that, at least. And the one tinme Kendrik took it into his head to
abscond with a Viden-girl-well, let us just say that his capabilities were not
equal to his menories. | snuggled the girl out of his bed and back to her
parents as virgin as she'd left."

"So that's why-"

"Why none of us cared to see things disturbed,” the innkeeper put in, nodding
so hard Tarma thought his head was going to come off. "Things was al
right-we'd warn travelers, and if they chose to disregard the warnings-" he
shrugged. "-sheep was neant to be sheared, they say, and fools neant to share
the sanme fate."

"So what's the problen?" Tarnma asked, then realized in the next breath what
t he problem was. "Ah- the bullyboys. Wthout Kendrik to pay 'emand to keep
his hand on 'em"

Lady CGorley nodded. "Exactly. They won't heed ne. | would be in as nuch danger
fromthemas ny people. W're farmand tradesfol k here; we would be easy prey
for them It will be bad if | keep them and worse if | discharge them"™

Tarma pursed her |ips thoughtfully. "Your respect, Lady, but 1've got no wi sh
to take on a couple dozen bad cases with just me and my partner and | ess than

a day to take themout. But maybe if we put our heads together-"

"You've got until noonrise," Lady Gorley said, handing a pouch up to Tarma

t hat chi nked as she | ooked inside before stowing it away in her saddl ebag.

Li ght streami ng fromthe back door of the inn gave Tarnma enough illum nation
to see that nore than half the coins were gold. "That is really all the tine
we can give you. And I'msorry | didn't have much to pay you for your

di sconfort."”

"I't"ll be enough," Tarma assured her. "Now you've got it all straight-at
nmoonri se you raise the hue and cry after us; you offer fifty gold to the man
who brings back our heads, and you turn the |lads | oose. They're going to hear



the word 'gold" and they won't even stop to think-they' Il just head out after
us. You do realize this is going to cost you in horses-they'll take every good
mount in your stables.”

Lady CGorley shrugged. "That can't be hel ped, and better horses than lives. But
can you lay a trail that will keep themfollow ng wi thout getting caught
your sel ves?"

Tarma | aughed. "You ask a Shin'a'in if she can lay a trail? No fear. By the
time they get tired of follow ng-those that | don't |ose once their horses
founder-they' Il have had second and third thoughts about com ng back to Viden
They' Il know that you'll never keep themon. They'll think about the kings
men you've likely called in-and the good arnmsnen of your nei ghbors. And
they'Il be so far fromhere that they' Il give it all up as a bad cause."

The i nnkeeper nodded. "She's right. Lady. They drifted in; they drift out just
the sane with no easy pickings in sight."

"What about that little rhymester?" Tarma asked, noddi ng back at the tavern
door. They hadn't noticed the minstrel trying to make hinself a part of the

wall until it was too late to do anything about him
"I"ll keep himlocked up until it's safe to let himgo," the innkeeper
replied. "If | know rnusickers, he'll have a long gullet for wine. I'Ill just

keep himtoo happy to nove."

"Very well-and the gods go with you,'
hor ses.

Lady Gorley said, stepping away fromthe

"Well, Greeneyes," Tarma smled crookedly at her partner
Ket hry sighed, and smiled back. "All right, 1'll geas them But dammt, that
nmeans we won't be seeing beds for nonths!™”

Tarma nudged |Ironheart with her heels and the battl emare sighed as heavily as
Ket hry had, but noved out down the village street with a faint jingling of

harness. "G eeneyes, | didn't say you should geas themto follow us now, did
| ?"

"Then who-"

"Remenber that |oudnouth, Rory Hal faxe? The one that kept trying to drag you
into his bed? He's in Lyavor, and planning on going the direction opposite of
this place. Now if we doubl e back and come up on his backtrail-think you can
transfer the geas?"

Lesl ac slunped, nearly prostrate with despair. H s head pounded, and he downed
anot her mug of wine without tasting it. Oh, gods of fortune-do you hate ne?

He couldn't believe what he had seen-he just couldn't]

First-that-"~arce with the broonstick. He nmpaned and covered his eyes with his
hand. How coul d anyone make a heroic ballad out of that? "Her broonstick
flashing in her hands-"? Ch, gods, they'd |laugh himout of town; they wouldn't
need the rotten veget abl es.

Then-that Lord CGorley died by accident*. Gods, gods, gods-

"This can't be happening to ne," he nobaned into his nug. "This sinply cannot
be happening. "



And as if that wasn't enough-the collusion between Gorley's wi dow and the
other two to lure the gang of bullies away w thout so rmuch as a single fightt

"I"'mruined,"” he told the wine. "I amutterly ruined. How could they do this
to me? This is not the way heroes are supposed to behave-what am| going to
do? Way couldn't things have happened the way they shoul d have happened?"

Then-the way they shoul d have happened-

The dawn |ight creeping in the window of his little cubby on the second fl oor
of the inn was no less brilliant than the inspiration that came to him

The way they shoul d have happened!
Feveri shly he reached for pen and paper, and began to wite-

"The warrior and the sorceress rode into Viden-town, for they had heard of
evil there and neant to bring it down-"

KEYS

I love | ocked-roomnysteries, and | thought it would be fun to do one with a
different setting-one in which nagic was used in place of forensic detection
but magic itself was not used to create the nystery in the first place. And
who better to take that setting than Tarma and Ket hry?

She stood all alone on the high scaffold made of raw, yellow wood, as
noti onl ess as any statue. She was cold despite the heat of the sumrer sunlight
that had scorched her without pity all this day; cold with the ice-rime of
fear. She had begun her vigil as the sun rose at her back; now the last |ight
of it flushed her white gown and her equally white face, |ending her pale
cheeks fal se color. The air was heavy, hot and scented only with the odor of
scorched grass and sweating bodies, but she breathed deeply, desperately of
it. Soon now, soon-

Soon the last light of the sun would die, and she would die with it. Already
she coul d hear the nen beneath her grunting as they heaved piles of oily brush
and faggots of wood into place below her platform Already the notley-cl ad
herald was signaling to the bored and weary trunpeter in her husband' s green
livery that he should sound the final call. Her l|ast chance for aid.

For the last time the three rising notes of a summoning rang forth over the
crowmd beneath her. For the last tine the herald cried out his speech to a sea
of pitying or avid faces. They knew that this was the last tine, the |ast
farcical call, and they waited for the climax of this day's fruitless vigil

"Know ye all that the Lady Myria has been accused of the foul and unjust

mur der of her husband, Lord Corbie of Felwether. Know that she has called for
trial by conbat as is her right. Know that she nanes no chanpion, trusting in
the gods to send forth one to fight in her name as token of her innocence.
Therefore, if such there be, | do call, command, and sumron him here, to

def end her honor!"

No one | ooked to the gate except Myria. She, perforce, must | ook there, since
she was bound to her platformw th henmpen rope as thick as her thunmb. This
norni ng she had strained her eyes toward that enpty arch every tinme the
trunpet sounded, but no savior had come-and now even she had | ost hope.

The swordswoman cal | ed Tarma goaded her gray Shin'a'in warsteed into another



burst of speed, urging her on with hand and voi ce (though not spur- never
spur) as if she were pursued by the Jackal s of Darkness. Her |ong, ebony
brai ds streamed behind her; close enough to catch one of themrode her
anber-haired partner, the sorceress Kethry; Kethry's nare a scant half a
| engt h behi nd her herd-sister

Ket hry' s geas- bl ade, Need by name, had awakened her this norning al nost before
the sun rose, and had been driving the sorceress (and so her bl ood-oath sister
as well) in this direction all day. At first it had been a sinple pull, as she
had often felt before. Both

Ket hry and Tarma knew from experience that once Need called, Kethry had very
little choice in whether or not she would answer that call, so they had packed
up their camp and headed for the source. But the call had grown nore urgent as
t he hours passed, not |ess so-increasing to the point where by nid-afternoon
it was actually causing Kethry severe mental pain. They had gotten Tarma's
conpani on- beast Warrl up onto his carry-pad and urged their horses first into
a fast walk, then a trot, then as sunset neared, into a full gallop. Kethry
was near-blind by the nental anguish it caused. Need would not be denied in
this; Kethry was soul-bonded to it-it conferred upon her a preternatura
fighting skill, it had heal ed both of them of wounds it was unl ki kely they
woul d have survived ot herw se-but there was a price to pay for the gifts it
conferred. Kethry (and thus Tarna) was bound to aid any woman in distress
within the blade's sensing range-and it seemed there was one such wonan in
grave peril now. Peril of her life, by the way the bl ade was driving Kethry.

Ahead of themon the road they were following |ooned a walled village; part
and parcel of a manor-keep-a conmon arrangenent in these parts. The gates were
open; the fields around enpty of workers. That was odd-very odd. It was high
sumer, and there should have been folk out in the fields, weeding and tendi ng
the irrigation ditches. There was no i mredi ate sign of trouble-but as they
neared the gates, it was plain just who the woman they sought was-

Bound to a scaffold high enough to be visible through the open gates, they
could see a young, dark-haired woman dressed in white, alnost like a
sacrificial victim The last rays of the setting sun touched her with

col or-touched al so the heaped wood beneath the platform on which she stood,
making it seemas if her pyre already blazed up. Lining the nud-pl astered
wal I s of the keep and crowdi ng the square inside the gate were scores of folk
of every class and station, all silent, all waiting.

Tarma really didn't give a fat damm about what they were waiting for, though
it was a good bet that they were there for the show of the burning, and not
out of synpathy for the wonman. She coaxed a final burst of speed out of her
tired nount, sending her shooting ahead of Kethry's as they passed the gates,
and bringing her close in to the platform Once there, she swung her nare
Hel | sbane around in a tight circle and drew her sword, placing herself between
t he wonman on the scaffold and the men with the torches to set it alight.

She knew she was an inposing sight, even covered with sweat and the dust of

t he road; hawk-faced, intimdating, ice-blue eyes blazing defiance. Her
clothing was patently that of a fighting nercenary; plain brown |eathers and
bri gandi ne arnor. Her sword reflected the dying sunlight so that she m ght
have been holding a living flame in her hand. She said nothing; her pose said
it all for her-

Nevert hel ess, one of the nmen started forward, torch in hand.

"I wouldn't-" Kethry said frombehind him She was framed in the arch of the
gate, silhouetted against the fiery sky; her nount rock-still, her hands



glowing with sorcerous energy. "If Tarma doesn't get you, | will."

"Peace-" a tired, gray-haired man in plain, dusty-black robes stepped forward
fromthe crowd, holding his arns out placatingly, and notioned the
torch-bearer to give way. "llvan, go back to your place. Strangers, what
brings you here at this time of all tines?"

Ket hry pointed-a thin strand of gl ow shot from her finger and touched the
ropes binding the captive on the platform The bindings | oosed and fell from
her, sliding down her body to lie in a heap at her feet. The woman swayed and
nearly fell, catching herself at the |ast noment with one hand on the stake
she had been bound to. A small segment of the crowd-nopstly wonen-stepped
forward as if to help, but fell back again as Tarna swi veled to face them

"I know not what crine you accuse this worman of, but she is innocent of it,"
Kethry said to him ignoring the presence of anyone el se. "That is what brings
us here.”

A collective sigh rose fromthe crowd at her words. Tarma watched warily to
either side, but it appeared to be a sigh of relief rather than a gasp of
anger. She rel axed the white-knuckled grip she had on her sword hilt by the
nerest trifle.

"The Lady Myria is accused of the slaying of her lord," the robed nan said
quietly. "She called upon her ancient right to sumopn a chanpion to her

def ense when the evidence agai nst her becane overwhelmng. |, who am priest of
Fel wet her, do ask you-strangers, will you chanpion the Lady and defend her in
trial - by- conbat ?"

Ket hry began to answer in the affirmative, but the priest shook his head
negatively. "No, |ady-mage, by ancient |law you are bound fromthe field;
neither sorcery nor sorcerous weapons such as | see you bear may be permitted
intrial-by-conbat."

"Then-"

"He wants to know if 1'll do it, she'enedra,"” Tarma croaked, taking a fiendish
pl easure in the start the priest gave at the sound of her harsh voice. "I know
your |laws, priest, |'ve passed this way before. | ask you in ny rumif ny
partner, by her skills, can prove to you the lady's innocence, will you set

her free and call off the conbat, no matter how far it has gotten?"

"I so pledge, by the Nanes and the Powers," the priest nodded-al nost eagerly.

"Then | will chanpion this l[ady."

About hal f the spectators cheered and rushed forward. Three ol der wonen edged
past Tarma to bear the fainting woman back into the keep. The rest, except for
the priest, noved off slowly and reluctantly, casting thoughtful and neasuring
| ooks back at Tarma. Some of them seened friendly-nmost did not.

“\Wat - "

"Was that all about?" That was as far as Tarma got before the priest
i nterposed hinsel f between the partners.

"Your pardon, mage-lady, but you may not speak with the chanpion fromthis
nmonent forward-any nmessage you may have nust pass through ne-"

"Ch, no, not yet, priest." Tarma urged Hel |l sbane forward and passed his



outstretched hand. "I told you I know your |aws-and the ban starts at
sundown- G eeneyes, pay attention, | have to talk fast. You're going to have to
figure out just who the real culprit is-the best | can possibly do is buy you
tinme. This business is conbat to the death for the cham

pion-1 can choose just to defeat ny challengers, but they have to kill me. And
the | onger you take, the nore likely that is-"

"Tarma, you're better than anybody here-"

"But not better than any twenty-or thirty." Tarma smiled crookedly. "The rules

of the gane, she'enedra, are that | keep fighting until nobody is willing to
chal | enge ne. Sooner or later they'll wear me out and I'Il go down."

"What ?"

"Shush, | knew what | was getting into. You' re as good at your craft as | am
at mine-1've just given you a bit of incentive. Take Warrl-" The tall, |upine
creature junped to the ground from behind Tarnma where he'd been clinging to
the special pad with his retractile claws. "-he might well be of sonme use. Do

your best, veshta'cha; there're two |lives depending on you-"

The priest interposed hinmsel f again. "Sunset, chanpion,” he said firnly,
putting his hand on her reins.

Tarma bowed her head, and allowed himto | ead her and her horse away, Kethry
staring dunbfounded after them

"All right, let's take this fromthe very beginning." Kethry was in the Lady
Myria's bower-a soft and colorful little corner of an otherw se drab fortress.
There were no wi ndows-no drafts stirred the bright tapestries on the walls, or
caused the flames of the beeswax candles to flicker. The walls were thick
stone covered with plaster-warmby wi nter, cool by sumrer. The furnishings
were of |ight yell ow wood, padded with plunp feather cushions. In one corner
stood a cradle, watched over broodingly by the [ady herself. The air was

pl easantly scented with herbs and flowers. Kethry wondered how so panpered a
creature could have gotten herself into such a pass.

"It was two days ago. | cane here to lie down in the afternoon. |-was tired;
tire easily since Syrtin was born. | fell asleep.”

Cl ose up, the Lady proved to be several years Kethry's junior; scarcely past
her md-teens. Her dark hair was |ank and wi thout luster, her skin pale.

Ket hry frowned at that, and wove a tiny spell with a gesture and two whi spered
words while Myria was speaking. The creature of the ethereal plane who'd
agreed to serve as their scout was still with her-it would have taken a far
wi | der ride than they had made to lose it. The answer to her question cane

qui ckly as a thin voice breathed whi spered words into her ear

Kethry grimaced angrily. "Lady's eyes, child, | shouldn't wonder that you
tire-you're still torn up fromthe birthing! Wat kind of a m serable excuse
for a Heal er have you got here, anyway?"

"W have no Healer, lady." One of the three ol der wonen who had borne Myria
back into the keep rose from her seat behind Kethry and stood between them
chal l enge written in her stance. She had a kind, but careworn face; her
gray-and- buff gown was of good stuff, but old-fashioned in cut. Kethry guessed
that she nust be Myria's conpanion-an ol der relative, perhaps. "The Heal er

di ed before ny dove came to chil dbed and her lord did not see fit to replace
him W had no use for a Healer, or so he clainmed, since he kept no great



nunber of nen-at-arms, and birthing was a perfectly normal procedure and
surely didn't require the expensive services of a Healer."

"Now, Katran-"

"It is no nore than the truth! He cared nore for his horses than for you! He
repl aced the farrier quickly enough when he left!"

"Hi s horses were of nore use to him" the girl said bitterly, then bit her
lip. "There, you see, that is what brought nme to this pass-one too nany
careless remarks let fall amobng the wong ears.”

Ket hry nodded, liking the girl; the child was not the panpered pretty she had
first thought. No windows to this chanber-only the one entrance; a good bit
nore like a cell than a bower, it occurred to her. A confortable cell, but a
cell still. She stood, smoothed her buff-colored robe with an unconsci ous
gesture, and unsheathed the sword that seldomleft her side.

"Lady, what-" Katran stood, startled by the gesture.

"Peace; | nmean no ill. Here-" Kethry said, bending over Myria and placing the
blade in the startled girl's hands. "-hold this for a bit."

Myria took the bl ade, eyes wide, a puzzled expression bringing a bit nore life
to her face. "But-"

"Winren's magic, child. For all that blades are a man's weapon, Need here is
strong in the magi c of wonen. She serves wonen only-it was her power that
called ne here to aid you-and given an hour of your holding her, she'll Hea
you. Now, go on. You fell asleep.”

Myria accepted the bl ade gingerly, then settled the sword across her knees and
took a deep breath. "Sonethi ng woke ne-a sound of sonething falling,

I think. You can see that this roomconnects with My Lord's chanber-that in
fact the only way in or out is through his chanber. | saw a candl e burning, so
| rose to see if he needed anything. He-he was sl unped over his desk.

t hought perhaps he had fallen asleep-"

"You thought he was drunk, you nean," the ol der wonan said wyly.

"-does it matter what | thought? | didn't see anything out of the ordinary,
because he wore dark colors always. | reached out nmy hand to shake him and it
cane away bl oody-"

"And she screaned fit to rouse the household," Katran fini shed.

"And when we cane, she had to unlock the door for us," said the second woman,
silent till now "Both doors into that chanber were | ocked-hallside with the
lord' s key, seneschal's side barred fromwithin this room And the bl oody
dagger that had killed himwas under her bed."

"Whose was it?"

"M ne, of course,” Myria answered. "And before you ask, there was only one key
to the hallside door; it could only be opened with the key, and the key was
under his hand. It's an ensorcelled |ock; even if you made a copy of the key,

t he copy woul d never unlock the door."

"Warrl ?" The huge beast rose fromthe shadows where he'd been |ying and padded



to Kethry's side. Myria and her women shrank away a little at the sight of
hi m

"I may need to conserve mny energies. You can detect what |I'd need a spel
for-see if there's magical residue on the bar on the other door, would you?

Then see if the spell on the | ock's been tanpered with."

The dark-gray, nearly black beast trotted out of the roomon silent paws, and
Myria shivered.

"I can see where the evidence against you is overwhel ni ng, even w thout
m sheard remarks. "

"I had no choice in this wedding," Myria replied, her chin rising defiantly,
"but | have been a true and loyal wife to ny lord."

"Loyal past his deserts, if you ask ne," Katran grunmbled. "Well, that's the
problem |ady-mage. My Lady came to this marriage reluctant, and it's well
known. It's well known that he didn't nmuch value her. And there's been nore
than a few heard to say they thought Myria reckoned to set herself up as
Keep-ruler with the Lord gone."

Warrl padded back into the room and flopped down at Kethry's feet.
"Well, fur-brother?"

He shook his head negatively, and the wonen stared at this evidence of
human-1ike intelligence.

"Not the bar nor the I ock, hm? And how do you get into a | ocked room w t hout
a key? Still-Lady, is all as it was in the other roonf"

"Yes-the priest was one of the first in the door, and would not |et anyone
change so nmuch as a dust nmote. He only let themtake the body away."

"Thank the Goddess!" Kethry | ooked curiously at the girl. "Lady, why did you
choose to prove yourself as you di d?"

"Lady-mage-" Kethry was surprised at the true expression of guilt and sorrow
the child wore. "If | had guessed strangers would be caught in this web, |
never woul d have--1-1 thought that my kin would cone to ny defense. | cane to
this marriage of their will, | thought at |east one of them m ght-at | east

try. I don't think anyone here would dare the famly's anger by taking the
chance of killing one of the sons-even if the daughter is thought worthl ess by
nost of them" A slow tear slid down one cheek, and she whi spered her | ast
words. "-my youngest brother, | thought at |east was fond of mne-"

The spell Kethry had set in notion was still active; she whi spered anot her
guestion to the tiny air-entity she had sunmoned. This time the answer made
her smle, albeit sadly.

"Your youngest brother, child, is making his way here afoot, having ridden his
horse into foundering trying to reach you in time, and blistering the air with
his oaths."

Myria gave a tiny cry and buried her face in her hands; Katran noved to
confort her as her shoul ders shook with silent sobs. Kethry stood and made her
way into the other room Need' s magic was such that the girl would hold the

bl ade until she no longer required its power; it would do nothing to augnent



Kethry's magical abilities, so it was fine where it was. Right now there was a
mystery to solve-and two lives hung in the balance until Kethry could puzzle
it out.

As she surveyed the outer room she wondered how Tarma was faring.

Tarma sat quietly beneath the wi ndow of a tiny, bare, rock-walled cell. In a
few nonents the light of the rising nobon would penetrate it-first through the
eastern wi ndow, then the skylight overhead. For now, the only light in the
roomwas that of the oil-fed flanme burning on the |ow table before her. There
was sonething else on that table-the |ong, coarse braids of Tarma's hair.

She had shorn those braids off herself at shoulder-length, then tied a silky
bl ack headband around her forehead to confine what renai ned. That had been the
final touch to the costume she'd donned with an air of robing herself for sone
cerenony-clothing that had | ong stayed untouched, carefully folded in the
bott om of her pack. Black clothing; fromlow, soft boots to chainmail shirt,
from headband to hose- the stark, unrelieved black of a Shin'a'in Swordsworn
about to engage in ritual conbat or on the trail of blood-feud.

Now she waited, patiently, seated cross-legged before the makeshift altar, to
see if her preparations received an answer.

The noon rose behind her, the square of dimwhite Iight creeping slowy down
t he bl ank stone wall opposite her, until, at last, it touched the flanme on the
altar.

And wi t hout warning, wthout fanfare, She was there, standing between Tarna
and the altar-place. Shin'a'in by her golden skin and sharp features, clad
identically to Tarma-only Her eyes reveal ed Her as sonething not human. Those
eyes-the spangl ed darkness of the sky at mdnight, wthout white, iris or
pupil -could belong to only one being; the Shin'a'in Goddess of the South W nd,
known only as the Star-Eyed, or the Warrior

"Child." Her voice was as nel odious as Tarma's was harsh.
"Lady," Tarma bowed her head in homage.
"You have questions, child? No requests?"

"No requests, Star-Eyed. My fate-does not interest nme. | will live or die by
my own skills. But Kethry's-"

"The future is not easy to map, child, not even for a goddess. Tonorrow mn ght
bring your life or your death; both are equally likely."

Tarma si ghed. "Then what of ny she'enedra should it be the second path?"

The Warrior snmiled, Tarma felt the snile like a caress. "You are worthy of
your bl ade, child; hear, then. If you fall tonorrow, your she'enedra-who has
fewer compunctions than you and woul d have done this already had you not bound
yourself to the trial- will work a spell that lifts both herself and the Lady
Myria to a place | eagues distant fromhere. And as she does this, Warrl will
rel ease Hell sbhane and Iron-heart and drive them out the gates. Wen Kethry
recovers fromthat spell, they shall go to our people, to the Liha'irden; Lady
Myria will find a mate to her liking there. Then, with sonme orphans of other
clans, they shall go forth and Tale' sedrin will ride the plains again, as

Ket hry prom sed you. The blade will rel ease her, and pass to another's hands."

Tarma si ghed, and nodded. "Then, Lady, | am content, whatever ny fate



tomorrow. | thank you."
The Warrior sniled again; then between one heartbeat and the next, was gone.

Tarma left the flame to burn itself out, lay down upon the pallet that was the
room s only other furnishing, and slept.

Sleep was the last thing on Kethry's mnd. She surveyed the roomthat had been
Lord Corbie's; plain stone walls, three entrances, no w ndows.

One of the entrances still had the bar across the door, the other two led to
Myria's bower and to the hall outside. Plain wooden floor, no hidden entrances
there. She knew the blank wall held nothing either; the other side was the
courtyard of the manor. Furnishings; one table, one chair, one ornate bedstead
agai nst the blank wall, one bookcase, half filled, four |lanp. A few bright
rugs. Her mind felt as blank as the walls.

"Start at the beginning," she told herself. "Follow what happened. The girl
cane in here alone-the nan followed after she was asl eep-then what ?"

:He was found at his desk,: said a voice in her mind, startling her. :He
probably wal ked straight in and sat down. Wat's on the desk that he m ght
have been doi ng?:

Every tine Warrl spoke to her mind-to-mind it surprised her. She stil

couldn't imagi ne how he managed to make hi nsel f heard when she hadn't a scrap
of that particular Gft. Tarna seened to accept it un-questioningly; how she'd
ever gotten used to it, the sorceress couldn't inagine.

Tarma-time was wasti ng.

On the desk stood a wineglass with a sticky residue in the bottom an inkwell
and quill, and several stacked |edgers. The top two | ooked di sturbed.

Ket hry picked them up, and began | eafing through the |ast few pages,

whi spering a command to the invisible presence at her shoul der. The answer was
prompt-the ink on the last three pages of both | edgers was fresh enough to
still be giving off funes detectable only by a creature of the air. The
figures were witten no nore than two days ago.

She | eaf ed back several pages worth, noting that the handwiting changed from
tinme to tine.

"Who el se kept the accounts besides your |ord?" she called into the next room

"The seneschal ; that was why his room has an entrance on this one," the wonan
Katran replied, entering the lord's roomherself. "I can't imagine why the

door was barred-Lord Corbie al nost never left it that way."
"That's a lot of trust to place in a hireling-"

"Ch, the seneschal isn't a hireling, he's Lord Corbie's bastard brother. He's
been the lord's right hand since he inherited the |ordship of Felwether."

The sun rose; Tarma was awake | ong before.
If the priest was surprised to see her change of outfit, he didn't showit. He

had brought a sinple neal of bread and cheese and watered w ne; he waited
patiently while she ate and drank, then indicated she should follow him



Tarma checked all her weapons; made sure of all the fastenings of her
cl ot hing, and stepped into place behind him as silent as his shadow.

He conducted her to a small tent that had been erected in one corner of the
keep's practice ground, against the keep walls. The walls of the keep fornmed
two sides, the outer wall the third; the fourth side was open. The practice
ground was of hard-packed clay, and relatively free of dust. A groundskeeper
was sprinkling water over the dirt to settle it.

Once they were in front of the little pavilion, the priest finally spoke.

"The first challenger will be here within a few m nutes; between fights you
may retire here to rest for as long as it takes for the next to ready hinself,
or one candl emark, whichever is longer. You will be brought food at noon and
again at sunset-" his expression plainly said that he did not think she would
be needing the latter, "-and there will be fresh water within the tent at al
times. | will be staying with you."

Now hi s expressi on was apol ogeti c.

"To keep ny partner fromslipping ne any magi cal aid?" Tarnma asked wyly.
"Hellfire, priest, you know what | am even if these dirt-grubbers here
don't!"

"I know, Swordswomthis is for your protection as well. There are those here
who woul d not hesitate to tip the hand of the gods sonmewhat."

Tarma's eyes hardened. "Priest, |I'll spare who | can, but it's only fair to
tell you that if |I catch anyone trying an underhanded trick, | won't hesitate
to kill him"

"I would not ask you to do otherw se."

She | ooked at hi m askance. "There's nore going on here than nmeets the eye,
isn't there?"

He shook his head, and indicated that she should take her seat in the
chanpi on's chair beside the tent flap. There was a bustling on the opposite
side of the practice ground, and a dark, heavily bearded nan foll owed by
several boys carrying arms and arnor appeared only to vani sh wthin another
identical tent on that side. Spectators began gathering al ong the open side
and the tops of the walls.

"I fear | can tell you nothing, Swordswom | have only specul ations, nothing
nmore. But | pray your little partner is wiser than I-"

"Or I"'mgoing to be cold neat by nightfall,” Tarma finished for him watching
as her first opponent energed fromthe challenger's pavilion

Ket hry had not been idle.

The sticky residue in the wi neglass had been nore than just the dregs of
drink; there had been a powerful narcotic in it. Unfortunately, this just

poi nted back to Myria; she'd been using just such a potion to help her sleep
since the birth of her son. Still-it wouldn't have been all that difficult to
obtain, and Kethry had a trick up her sleeve-one the average mage woul dn't
have known; one she would use if they could find the other bottle of potion

More encour agi ng was what she had found perusing the | edgers. The seneschal
had been siphoni ng of f revenues; never nmuch at a tine, but steadily. By now it



must amount to a tidy sum Wat if he suspected Lord Corbie was likely to
catch himat it?

O even nore-what if Lady Myria was found guilty and executed? The estate
woul d go to her infant son-and who would be the child' s nost likely guardian
but his half-uncle, the seneschal ?

And children die so very easily.

Now t hat she had a |likely suspect, Kethry decided it was tine to begin
i nvestigating him

The first place she checked was the barred door. And on the bar itself she
found an odd little scratch, obvious in the paint. It |ooked new her
air-spirit confirnmed that it was. She lifted the bar after examining it even
nmore carefully, rinding no other marks on it but those worn places where it
rubbed agai nst the brackets that held it.

She opened the door, and began exani ning every inch of the door and frane. And
found, near the top, a tiny piece of henp that | ooked as if it m ght have cone
froma piece of twine, caught in the wood of the door itself.

Furt her exam nation of the door yielded nothing, so she turned her attention
to the room beyond.

It |ooked a great deal like the lord's room with nore books and a | ess
ostent ati ous bedstead. She called Warrl in and sent himsniffing about for any
trace of nmagic. That potion required a tiny bit of magicking to have ful
potency, and if there was another bottle of it anywhere about, Warrl would
find it.

She turned her own attention to the desk

Tarma's first opponent had been good, and an honest fighter. It was with a
great deal of relief-especially after she'd seen an anxi ous-faced wonan wth
three small children clinging to her skirt watching every nove he made-t hat
she was able to disarmhimand knock himflat on his runp w thout seriously
injuring him

The second had been a nere boy; he had no business being out here at all.
Tarma had the shrewd notion he'd been talked into it just so she'd have one
nore |ive body to wear her out. Instead of exerting herself in any way, she
| azed about, letting himwear hinself into exhaustion, before giving hima
little tap on the skull with the pomrel of her knife that stretched himfl at
on his back, seeing stars.

The third opponent was anot her creature altogether

He was slimand sleek, and Tarma snell ed "assassin” on himas plainly as if
she'd had Warrl's clever nose. Wen he closed with her, his first few noves
confirmed her guess. His fighting style was all feint and rush, never getting
intoo close. This was a real problem I|f she stood her ground, she'd open
herself to the poisoned dart or whatever other tricks he had secreted on his
person. If she let himdrive her all over the bl oody practice ground he'd wear
her down. Either way, she |ost.

O course, she mght be able to outfox him

So far she'd played an entirely defensive gane, both with himand her first
two opponents. If she took the of fense when he | east expected it, she m ght be



able to catch himoff his guard.

She | et himbegin to drive her; and saw at once that he was trying to work her
around so that the sun was in her eyes. She snarled inwardly, let himthink he
was having his way, then turned the tables on him

She came at himin a two-handed pattern-dance, one that took her back to her
days on the plains and her first instructor; an old man she'd never dreaned
could have noved as fast as he did. She hadn't |earned that pattern then
hadn't learned it until the old nan and her clan were four years dead and
she'd been Kethry's partner for alnmost three. She'd learned it fromone of Her
Swor dswom who' d died a hundred years before Tarma had ever been born-

It took her opponent off-bal ance; he backpedal ed furiously to get out of the
way of the shining circles of steel, great and |l esser, that were her sword and
dagger. And when he stopped running, he found hinmself facing into the sun

Tarma saw hi m nake a slight novenment with his |eft hand; when he canme in with
his sword in an over-and-under cut, she paid his sword hand only scant
attention. It was the other she was watching for

Under the cover of his overt attack he made a strike for her upper armwth
his gloved left. She avoided it barely in time; a circunmstance that made her
sweat when she thought about it later, and executed a spin-and-cut that took
the hand off at the wist at the end of the nove. Wile he stared in shock at
the spurting stunp, she carried her blade back along the arc to take his head
as well.

The onl ookers were notionless, silent with shock. Wiat they'd seen from her up
until now had not prepared themfor this swift slaughter. Wile they remained
still, she stalked to where the gloved hand lay and picked it up with great
care. Enbedded in the fingertips of the gloves, retracted or released by a bit
of pressure to the center of the palm were four deadly little needl es.

Poi soned, no doubt.

She decided to nake a grandstand nove out of this. She stalked to the
chal | enger's pavilion, where nore of her woul d-be opponents had gat hered, and
cast the hand down at their feet.

"Assassin's tricks, 'noble lords'?" she spat, o0ozing contenpt. "Is this the
honor of Felwether? |I'd rather fight jackals-at |east they're honest in their
treachery! Have you no trust in the judgnent of the gods- and their chanpi on?"

That should put a little doubt in the mnds of the honest ones-and a little
fear in the hearts of the ones that weren't.

Tarma stal ked stiff-I1egged back to her own pavilion, where she threw herself
down on the little cot inside it, and hoped she'd get her w nd back before
they got their courage up.

In the very back of one of the drawers Kethry found a very curious
contrivance. It was a coil of henmpen twine, two cords, really, at the end of
whi ch was tied a barbless, heavy fishhook-the kind sea-fishers used to take
shark and the great sea-sal nmon. But the coast was weeks from here. \Wat on
earth coul d the seneschal have possibly wanted with such a curious souvenir?

Just then Warrl barked sharply; Kethry turned to see his tail sticking out
from under the bedstead.

: There's a hidden conpartnment under the boards here,: he said eagerly in her



mnd. :1 snell gold, and magi c- and fresh bl ood.

She tried to nmove the bed aside, but it was far too heavy-sonething the
seneschal probably counted on. So she squeezed in beside Warrl, who pawed at
the place on the board floor where he snelled strangeness.

Sneezi ng several tinmes fromthe dust beneath the bed, she felt along the
boards-carefully, carefully; it could be booby-trapped. She found the catch
and a whol e section of the board floor lifted away. And inside-

ol d, yes; packed carefully into the bottomof it- but on top, a bloodstained,
wadded-up tunic, and an enpty bottle.

Now i f she just had sone notion how he could have gotten into a | ocked room
wi t hout the proper key. There was no hint or residue of any kind of magic. And
no key to the door with the bar across it.

How coul d you get into a | ocked roon?
:Go before the door is |locked,: Warrl said in her mnd
And suddenly she realized what the fishhook was for.

Ket hry wiggled out fromunder the bed, |eaving the hidden conpartnent
unt ouched.

"Katran!" she called. A nonent |ater Myria's conpani on appeared, quite
nonpl ussed to see the sorceress covered with dust beside the seneschal's bed.

"Cet the priest,” Kethry told her, before she had a chance to ask any
qguestions. "I know who the murderer is-and | know how and why."

Tarma was facing her first real opponent of the day; a |lean, saturnine fell ow
who used twin swords |ike extensions of hinself. He was just as fast on his
feet as she was-and he was fresher. The priest had vani shed just before the
begi nning of this bout, and Tarma was fervently hoping this meant Kethry had
found something. Gtherwise, this fight bid fair to be her I|ast.

Thank the Goddess this one was an honest warrior; if she went down, it would
be to an honorabl e opponent. Not too bad, really, if it cane to it. Not even
many Swor dsworn coul d boast of having defeated twel ve opponents in a single
nor ni ng.

She had a stitch in her side that she was doing her best to ignore, and her
breath was coming in harsh pants. The sun was puni shing-hard on someone
weari ng head-to-toe bl ack; sweat was trickling down her back and sides. She
danced aside, avoiding a blur of sword, only to find she was noving right into
the path of his second bl ade. Damm!

At the |last second she managed to drop and roll, and came up to find him
practically on top of her again. She nanaged to get to one knee and trap his
first blade between dagger and sword-but the second was coming in-

"Hol d! "

And miracle of mracles, the blade stopped nere inches from her unprotected
neck.

The priest strode onto the field, robes flapping. "The sorceress has found the
true rmurderer of our lord and proved it to ny satisfaction," he announced to



the waiting crowd. "She w shes to prove it to yours-"

Then he began naming off interested parties as Tarma sagged to the dirt, linp
with relief, and just about ready to pass out w th exhaustion.

"Swordsworn-shall 1 find someone to take you to your pavilion?" The priest was
bendi ng over her in concern. Tarma managed to find one tiny bit of unexpended
ener gy.

"Not on your life, priest. | want to see this myself!"

There were perhaps a dozen nobles in the group that the priest escorted to
lord's chanber. Forenost anong them was the seneschal, the priest nost
attentive on him Tarma was too tired to wonder about that-she saved what
little energy she had to get her to the roomand safely | eaning up against the
wal | within.

"I trust you all will forgive me if | ama bit dramatic, but | wanted you al
to see exactly how this deed was done." Kethry was standi ng behind the chair
that was placed next to the desk; in that chair was an ol der woman in buff and
gray. "Katran has kindly agreed to play the part of Lord Corbie; | amthe
nmurderer. The lord has just come into this chanmber; in the next is his |ady.
She has taken a potion

to relieve pain, and the accustomed sound of his footstep is not likely to
awaken her."

She held up a wineglass. "Sone of that sanme potion was mxed in with the w ne
that was in this glass, but it did not cone fromthe batch Lady Myria was
using. Here is Myria's bottle." She placed the w neglass on the desk, and
Myria brought a bottle to stand beside it. "Here-" she produced a second
bottle, "-is the bottle |I found. The priest knows where, and can vouch for the
fact that until he came, no hand but the owner's touched it."

The priest nodded. Tarma noticed that the seneschal was beginning to sweat.
"The spell | amgoing to cast now as your priest can vouch, since he is no
mean student of magic hinself-will cause the wi neglass and the bottle that
contai ned the potion that was poured into it glow"

Ket hry dusted sonething over the glass and the two bottles. As they watched,
the residue in the glass and the fraction of potion in Kethry's bottle began

to glow with an odd, greenish light.

"Is this a true casting, priest?" Tarma heard one of the nobles ask in an
under t one.

He nodded. "As true as ever |'ve seen."”

"Huh," the man replied, benused.

"Now Lord Corbie has just cone in; he is working on the | edgers. | give hima
gl ass of wine." Kethry handed the glass to Katran. "He is grateful; he thinks
not hi ng of the courtesy, | aman old and trusted friend. He drinks it-1 |eave

the roompresently he is asleep.”
Katran all owed her head to sag down on her arnms.

"I take the key from beneath his hand, and quietly |lock the door to the hall
| replace the key. | know he will not stir, not even cry out, because of the



strength of the potion. | take Lady Myria's dagger, which | obtained earlier-I
stab him" Kethry mned the nurder; Katran did not nmove, though Tarma coul d
see she was smiling sardonically. "I take the dagger and plant it beneath Lady
Myria's bed-and | know that because of the potion, she will not wake either."

Kethry went into Myria's chamber and returned enpty-handed.

"I'"ve been carel ess-got sone blood on ny tunic; no matter, | will hide it
where | plan to hide the bottle. By the way, the priest has that bl oody tunic,
and he knows that his hands al one renoved it fromits hiding place-just |ike
the bottle. Now conmes the inportant part-"

She took an enormous fishhook on a double | ength of twi ne out of her
bel t pouch.

"The priest knows where | found this-rest assured that it was not in Mria's
possession. Now, on the top of this door, caught on a rough place in the wood,
i s another scrap of henp. | amgoing to get it now Then | shall cast another
spell-and if that bit of henp came fromthis twine, it shall return to the
place it cane from'

She went to the door and jerked | oose a bit of fiber, taking it back to the
desk. Once again she dusted something over the twine on the hook and the
scrap-this time she chanted as well. A golden glow drifted down from her hands
to touch first the twine, then the scrap-

And the bit of fiber shot across to the twine |like an arrow | oosed from a bow.

"Now you will see the key to entering a | ocked roomnow that | have proved
that this was the mechani sm by which the trick was acconplished."

She went over to the door to the seneschal's chanmber. She wedged the hook
under the bar on the door, and lowered the bar so that it was only held in

pl ace by the hook; the hook was kept where it was by the I ength of tw ne going
over the door itself. The other length of twi ne Kethry threaded under the
door. Then she closed the door-

The second piece of twine jerked; the hook cane free, and the bar thudded into
pl ace. And the whol e contrivance was pulled up over the door and through the
upper crack by the first piece.

Al'l eyes turned toward the seneschal -whose white face was confession enough

"Lady Myria was certainly grateful enough-" "If we'd let her, she'd have given
us all the seneschal stole," Kethry replied, waving at the distant figures on
the keep wall. "I'mglad you tal ked her out of it."

"Greeneyes, what she gave us was plenty. As it is, we'll have to send a good

chunk of it back to Liha'ir-den to bank with the rest of the C an possessions.
I"'mnot really confortable wal king around with this much coin in ny

saddl ebags.” "WII| she be all right, do you think?" "Now that her brother's
here, | don't think she has a thing to worry about. She's gotten back all the
loyalty of her lord' s people and nore besides. Al she needed was a strong
right armto beat off unwel cone suitors, and she's got that now Warrior's
Cath-1'"m glad that young nonster wasn't one of the challengers-1'd never have
| asted past the first round!"

"Tar ma-"

The swordswonman rai sed an eyebrow at Kethry's unwontedly serious tone



"I'f you-did all that because you think you owe ne-"

"I "did all that' because we're she'enedran," she replied, a slight snile
war m ng her otherw se forbiddi ng expression. "No other reason is needed."

"But - "

"No 'buts,' G eeneyes. Besides, | happen to know you'd have nore than repaid
anything | did. Puzzle that one out, oh, discoverer of keys!"

A WOVAN S WWEAPON

These Tarnma and Kethry stories are not in any particular order, since | didn't
write them chronol ogically. This one was inspired by the rather sexist comrent
that "poison is a woman's weapon,"” when | believe that police records show a
poi soner is nore likely to be a man.

On the other hand, since nmost women are still physically weaker and snaller
than men, they tend to take revenge in an indirect fashion. Wiile it is true
that very few nen will sneak up on you when you're asleep and chop i nportant

anatom cal parts off, it is equally true that nost men taking revenge bl ow

| arge holes in their opponent, rendering the use of those anatom cal parts
nmoot. Wiich may or may not prove that, as Kipling asserted, "the female of the
species is deadlier than the male."

The weat her was usually nore of a plague to a traveling freel ance nercenary
than something to be enjoyed, but today was different. Such a bright fall day,
war m and sunny, shoul d have been perfect. As Tarma and her partners rode over
gol den-grassed hill after undulating hill, even the warsteeds frisked a
little, kicking up puffs of dust fromthe road with each hoof beat, and they
were at the end of the day's journey. But Tarma shena Tal e' sedrin suddenly

wri nkl ed her nose as a breeze so laden with a foul odor

it could have been used as a weapon assaul ted her
senses.

"Feh!" she exclainmed, jerking her head back so violently that one of her
brai ds fl opped over her shoulder. "Wat in hell is-"

Her answer cane as she and her partners, the sorceress Kethry and the great
kyree Warrl, cane over the crest of the next hill. The unsightly blotch on the
grassy val e bel ow t hem could only have been put there by the hand of nan.

Huge open vats and the stack of raw hides piled |like wood beside the entrance
identified the source of the harsh chenical reek. The amber-haired sorceress
curled her lip in a scow at the sight of the tannery at the bottom of the
hill, though her distaste m ght as well have been for the cluster of hovels
around it. "That's 'progress,' " the sorceress said flatly. "Or so the owner
woul d tell you. Justin warned ne

about this."

Tarma narrowed her eyes in self-defense as another puff of eye-watering
potency bl ew across their path. "Progress?" she said incredul ously, while

t hei r dappl ed-gray warsteeds snorted objection at being forced so close to the
source of the stench. "Wat's progressive about this? Tanneries don't have to
stink like that. And that village-"



"I don't know rmuch," Kethry warned her partner. "Just that the owner of this
pl ace has some new way of tanning. It takes |less tine supposedly."

"And definitely makes five times the stink." Tarma would have lifted her lip,
but she didn't want to open her nouth any nore than she had to.

And five times the filth,: Warrl comrented acidly. :The place is sick with
it. The earth is poi soned.

Well, that certainly accounted for the unease the place was giving her. Al
Shin'a'in had a touch of earth-sense; it hel ped them avoid the few dangerous
pl aces left on the Plains, the places where dangerous things of nmagic were
buried that were best |eft undisturbed.

"If this is change, progress, | don't like it," Tarma said. "I know you
sonetines think the Shin"a'in are a little backward, because we don't |ike
change, but this is one reason why we prefer to stay the way we are."

The sorceress shifted in her saddl e and shrugged. "Well, that isn't the only
thing the man's changed," Kethry continued. "And until just now, | didn't know
if it was a good change, or a bad one."

Her partner's troubled tone made Tarma gl ance sharply at the sorceress. "Wat
change was that ?"

"There're no Tanners' Quild nenbers down there except the owner," Kethry
replied. "And | thought that m ght be a good thing, when | first heard of it.
Sonetimes | think the Guilds have too nmuch power. You can't get into an
apprenticeship if you haven't any noney to buy your way into the Quild, unless
you can find a Master willing to waive the fee. | thought that sonething Iike
this mght open the trades, give enploynment to people who desperately need it.
But that-" she waved at the duster of shacks around the tannery buil di ng,
"-that ness-" "That doesn't look as if he's doing nuch for the poor," Tarma
finished for her. "But there isn't much that we can do about it. W're just a
couple of freelance neres on the way to interview for a Conpany." At Kethry's
continued sil ence, she added sharply, "W are, aren't we?"

Kethry smled a little frombehind a wi sp of w ndbl own, anber hair. "Need
isn'"t conplaining, if that's what you' re worried about. By which, | assune,
Master Karden isn't interested in providing fenmales with enpl oynment."
"Possibly." Tarma shrugged | eat her-cl ad shoul ders. "Whatever the reason, at

| east we aren't going to have to fight your sword and its stupid conpulsion to
rescue women whether or not they deserve rescue-or even want rescue."”

Kethry didn't even answer; she sinply touched her heels to Hell sbane's sides
and gave the mare her head. The warsteed, sister to Tarma's Ironheart, threw
up her head and noved readily into a canter, all too pleased to be getting out
of there. Ironheart was after her a fraction of a heartbeat |ater

The stench proved to be confined to the valley. Once they were on the opposite
side of the next hill, the air was fresh and cl ean again. Tarma coul d not
i magi ne what it nust be like to live in that squalid little town.

Presumably, their noses are nunb,: Warrl supplied, running easily al ongside
the road, his lupine head even with Tarma's calf. H's head and shaggy coat
were the only wol flike things about him if Tarma squinted, she would have
sworn there was a giant grass-cat running at her stirrup, not a wolf, hi
reality, Warrl was neither; he was a kyree, a Pelagir Hills creature, and
bonded with Tarma as Kethry's spell-sword Need was bonded to the sorceress.



Once out of the reach of the stench, the horses slowed of their own accord.
Warrl | ooked pleased with the change of pace. He | ooked even happier with the
village built of the yellow sh stone of these

hills that appeared bel ow them as they topped yet another rise.

This would be their last stop before Hawksnest, the hone of the mercenary
conpany called "ldra's Sunhawks." Tarma had no doubts that between the letters
of introduction they carried, letters fromtw of ldra's forner men, and their
own abilities, Idra would sign themon despite their lack of training with a
Conmpany. After all, it wasn't every day that a Captain could acquire both a
Shin'a'in Swmordsworn and a Journeynman Wiite Wnds sorceress for her ranks.
When you added the form dable Warrl to the bargain, Tarma reckoned that Idra
woul d be a fool to turn them down.

And no one had ever called Captain Idra a fool

But that was ahead of them For tonight, there would be a good neal and a bit
of a rest. Not a bed; that single-storied country inn down there wasn't big
enough for that. But there would be space on the floor once the last of the
regul ars cleared out for the night, and that was enough for the three of them
It was nore than they'd had many times in the past.

It was an odd place for a village, though, out here in the m ddl e of nowhere
surrounded by grassy hills. "So, did Justin tell you why there's a town out
here, back of beyond?" Tarma asked out of curiosity.

"Same thing as brought that slumhere,"” Kethry replied. "Cattle. This is
grazing country. There's a real Tanners' Quild House here, that's nade | eat her
for generations, and the |ocals produce snoked and dried beef for fighter

rati ons."

"And sonetines it's hard to tell one fromthe other,"” Tarma chuckl ed.

Ket hry | aughed, and the sound of her nerriment nmade heads turn toward t hem as
they rode into the village square. Her laughter called up answering smiles
fromthe inhabitants, who surely were no strangers to passing nmercenaries.

Even Warrl caused no great alarm though nuch curiosity. The dozen vill agers
in the square seened to take it for granted that the wormen had hi m under
control. It was a refreshing change fromother villages, where not only
Warrl's appearance, but even Tarma and Kethry's, was cause for distress.

In fact, no sooner had they reined in their horses, than one of the locals
approached-with the caution a war-trained aninmal |ike the nares or \Warrl
warranted, but with no sign of fear. "The inn be dosed, miladies," the young
man said diffidently, pulling off his soft cloth hat, and holding it to his

| eather-clad chest. "Beggin' yer pardon. Od Man Murfee, he died Tjout two
weeks agone, an' we be waitin' on the justice to figger out if the place goes
to the son, or the barkeep." He grinned at Tarma's expression. "Sorry, ml ady,
but they's been arguin' an' feudin' about it since the old man died. It ain't
season yet, so 'twere easier on the rest of us t' do w thout our beer an' save
our ears."

"Easier for you, maybe," Tarma nuttered. "Well, | suppose we can press on-"
"Now, that's the other thing," he continued. "If ye be nenbers of the Merc
@Quild, the Tanners' Cuild Hall be open to ye. Any Quild menber, really. Master
left word. One Guild to another, Master Lenne says."



That brightened Tarma's nmood considerably. "I take it you're 'prenticed
t here?" she asked, disnobunting with a creak of |eather and a jingle of
har ness.

"Aye," he replied, ducking his head. "Ye'll have to tend yer own horses. W
don't see much of live 'uns at the Guild. Ye can put "emin the shed with the
donkey. "

As the young man turned to | ead the way across the dusty, sunlit square, Tarma
gl anced over at her partner. "Wrth our Quild dues, I'd say. @ ad now t hat
i nsi sted on joini ng?"

Ket hry nodded slowy. "This is the way it's supposed to work," she said.
"Cooperation between Guilds and Houses of the same Guild. Not starting trade
wars with each other; not cutting common fol k out of trades.™

"Hmm " Tarma hel d her peace while they stabled the warsteeds in the sturdy
hal f -shed beside a placid donkey, and took their packs into the Guild Hall.
Like the rest of the village, it was a fairly sinple structure; one-storied,
with a kitchen behind a |arge neeting hall, and living quarters on either side
of the hall, in separate wings. Built, like the rest of the village, fromthe
yel low rock that formed these hillsides, it was a warm wel com ng buil di ng.

"Ye can sleep here in the hall, by the fireplace," said the young nman. "Ye can
take a meal when the rest of the 'prentices and journeymen conme in, if that
suits ye."

"That'll be fine," Kethry replied vaguely, her eyes inwardly-focused, her
t hought s el sewhere for a noment, the faint line of a headache-frown appearing
bet ween her eyebrows.

"Where's the tannery at?" Tarma asked curiously. "I haven't caught a whiff of
it-"

"And you won't, sword-lady," said a weary, if pleasant voice fromthe shadows
of one of the doorways. A tall, sparse-haired man whose bul ky scarl et - wool
robe could not conceal his weight problemnmoved into the room

He's sick, Tarma thought imediately. The careful way he noved, the | ook of
di sconfort about him and a feeling of wongness made her as uneasy as that
foul tannery.

"I agree,: Warrl replied, startling her. :He has been ill for sone tine, |
woul d say.:

"No, you will not snell our tannery, |adies,” the man-who Tarma figured mnust
be Master Lenne- repeated. "W keep the sheds well-ventilated, the vats

seal ed, and spills renoved. | permt no poisoning of the |and by our trade.

am happy to say that tallen-flowers bl oomaround our foundations-and if we
find themw thering or dying, we find out why."

Tarma smiled slightly at his vehenence. Master Lenne caught the smle and
correctly surnised the reason

"You think me overly reactive?" he asked.
"I think you-feel strongly," she said diplomatically.

He rai sed his hands, palns up. "Since the arrival of that fool, 'Master'



Karden, and his plague-blotch, | find it all the nore inportant to set the
proper exanple." He rucked his hands back in the sleeves of his robe, as if
they were cold. Tarma read the carefully suppressed anger in his voice, and
wondered if the real reason was to hide the fact that his hands were trenbling
with that same anger. "I was not always a Tanner, ladies, | was once a herder.
I

love this land, and | will not poison it, nor will | poison the waters beneath
it nor the air above. There has been enough of that already." He turned his
penetrating brown eyes on Tarnma. "Has there not, Swordlady Tarma? It is Tarna,
isit not? And this is Kethry, and the valiant VWarrl ?"

Warrl's tail fanned the air, betraying his pleasure at being recognized, as he
nodded graciously. Tarma spared hima gl ance of amusenent. "It is," she
replied. "Though I'mat a |loss to know how you recogni zed us."

"Reputation, |adies. Songs and tal es have reached even here. | know of no
other partnering of Shin'a'in and sorceress.” The Master chuckled at Tarma's
ill-conceal ed wince. "Fear not, we have no wonen to rescue, or nonsters to
slay. Only a nmeal by a quiet hearth and a bed. If you would be seated, | would
appreciate it, however. I'mafraid | amsonething | ess than well."

The four of themtook seats by the fire; something about the Master's
"illness" nagged at Tarnma. What hair he had was gl ossy and heal thy; at odds
with the rest of his appearance. Short of breath, with pallid and oily skin,
and wei ght that | ooked to have been put on since he first fell ill-his
synptons were annoyingly famliar-but of what?

It escaped her; she sinply |listened while Master Lenne and Kethry di scussed
the rivalry between the Guild and the interloper outside of the village.

"Ch, he couldn't get villagers to work there," the Master said, in answer to
Ket hry's question. "At least, not after the first couple of weeks. The man's
nmet hods are dangerous to his workers, as well as poisonous to the land. He
doesn't do anything new, he sinply takes shortcuts in the tanning processes
that compromi se quality and safety. That's all right, if all you want are
cheaply tanned hides and don't care that they have bad spots or may crack in a
few nont hs-and you don't give a hang about sick workers." "Well, he nust be
getting business," Kethry said cautiously.

Mast er Lenne sagged in his chair and sighed. "He is," the man said unhappily.
"There are nore than enough people in this world who only want cheaper goods,
and don't care how they're made, or what the hidden costs are. And-nuch as |
hate to admt it, there are those in ny owmn Quild who woul d agree with himand
his methods. There were sone who thought he should take over all the trade

here. | only hold this Hall because |'ve been here so | ong and no one wants to
disturb me." He smiled wanly. "I know too many secrets, you see. But if | were
gone-wel |, the nearest Master is the sane man who erected that disaster

outsi de of town, and no doubt that those others would have their w sh."

"So who is doing the work for hinP" the sorceress persisted.

"Cityfolk, | presune,” Master Lenne said, with an inflection that nade the
word a curse. "All nen, a mxture of young ones and old nen, and he works them
all, fromyoungest to eldest. And work is all they seemto do. They never put

their noses in town, and ny people are stopped at the gate, so nmore | can't
tell you." At that nonment, the young man who had brought them here poked his
head into the hall. "Master, can we schedule in Trout twenty horsehi des?"

"What, now?" Master Lenne exclaimed. "This close to the slaughtering season?



Whose?"

The young man ducked his head, unconfortable with sonething about the request.
"Well . . . ny father's. Ye know all those handsone young horses he bought

wi thout |ooking at their teeth? Twas like you warned him w thin a week, they
went fromfat and glossy to | ank and bony. Wthin twd, they was dead."

Mast er Lenne shook his head. "I told himnot to trust that sharper. He
obviously sold your father a I ot of sick horses." He heaved hinself to his
feet. "lI'd best get nyself down to the tannery, and see what we can do. At

| east we can see that it isn't a total loss for him By your |eave, |adies?"

G ossy and fat . . . glossy and fat . . . Tarma nodded absently and the Master
hurried out, puffing a little. There was sonethi ng about those words.

Then she had it; the answer. A conmon horse-sharper's trick-but this time it
had taken a potentially deadly turn. Horses weren't the only things dying
her e.

"Keth," she whispered, |ooking around to make sure there was no one | urking
within earshot. "I think Master Lenne's being poisoned."

-. Poi soned?: Warrl's ears perked up. :Yes. That would explain what | scented
on him Sonething sick, but not an illness.

But to her surprise, Kethry | ooked skeptical. "He doesn't |look at all well,
but what mekes you think that he's being poisoned?" "Those horses reni nded
nme-there's a comon sharper's trick, to nmake ol d horses | ook really young, if
you don't look too closely at their mouths. You feed them arsenic; not enough
to kill them just alittle at atime, alittle nore each tine you feed them
They becone quiet and eat their heads off, their coats get oily, and they put
on wei ght, which makes them |l ook really fat and gl ossy. Wen you get to the
poi nt where you're giving them enough to cover the blade of a knife, you sel
them They |lose their appetites w thout the poison, drop weight inmediately,
and they die as the poison stored in their fat gets back into their blood. If
you didn't know better, you'd think they sinply caught sonething, sickened,
and died of it."

Ket hry shrugged. "That explains what happened to the horses, but what does
t hat have to do-"

"Don't you see?" Tarma exclainmed. "That's exactly the same synptons the Master
has! He's put on weight, 1'Il bet he's hungry all the tinme, he obviously feels
| ethargic and vaguely ill-his skin and hair are oily-"

Kethry remained silent for a nmonment. "What are we supposed to do about it?"
she asked slowy. "It's not our Guild. It's not our fight-"

Perversely, Tarma now found herself on the side of the argument

Ket hry-inpelled by her bond with Need-usually took. Taking the part of the
stranger. "How can you say it's not our fight?" she asked, trying to keep her
voi ce down, and surprising herself with the ferocity of her reaction. "It's
our world, isn't it? Do you want nore people Iike Lenne in charge? O nore
like that so-called 'Master' Karden out there?"

It was the poisoning of the Iand that had decided her; no Shin'a'in could see
l and ruined without reacting strongly. \Wen Master Lenne di ed-as he woul d,
probably within the year-this Karden fell ow would be free to poison the entire
ar ea.



And if he succeeded in bringing high profits to the @Guild, the practices he
espoused woul d spread el sewhere

It wasn't going to happen; not if Tarma could help it.

As she saw Kethry's indifference starting to waver, she continued. "You know
who has to be behind it, too! All we have to do is find out how Lenne is being
poi soned, and link it to him"

Ket hry | aughed, nockingly. "All? You have a high opinion of our abilities!"

"Yes," Tarma said firmy. "I do. So you agree?"
Ket hry thought for a nmonment, then sighed, and shook her head. "Gods hel p ne,
but yes. | do." Then she smled. "After all, you've indulged ne often enough.”

Tarma returned the smle. "Thanks, she' enedra. It'lIl be worth it. You'll see."

By the time dinner was over, however, Tarma's certainty that the task woul d be
an easy one was gone. For one thing, both questioning and cl ose observation
had shown no way in which poison could have been slipped to Master Lenne

wi t hout al so poisoning the rest of the Guild. They ate and drank in conmon,

usi ng conmon utensils, serving thensel ves fromcomon di shes, |ike one big
famly. Tarma and Kethry ate with them seated at the table in the m ddl e of
the hall, and they saw that the Master ate exactly what everyone else ate; his

wi ne was poured fromthe sane pitchers of rough red wine as the rest of them
shar ed.

Each nmenber took it in turn to cook for the rest, elimnating the possibility
that the poisoning could be taking place in the kitchen. Not unless every
Qui I d menmber here hated the Master-and there was no sign of that.

It could be done by magic, of course. But Kethry was adamant that there was no
sign of any magi c what soever being perforned in or around the Guild House.

"In fact," she whispered, as the Guild nenbers gathered beside the fire with
their cups and the rest of the wine, to socialize before seeking their beds,
"there's a spell of some kind on the @uild House that bl ocks magic; |owlevel
magi c, at least." The fire crackled, and the Guild nenbers | aughed at sone

j oke, covering her words. "l've seen this before, in other GQuild Houses. It's
a basic precaution against stealing Guild secrets by magic. | could break it,
but it would be very obvious to another nage, if that's what we're dealing
with. That spell is why I've had a headache ever since we came in the door."

But Tarma hadn't been Kethry's partner all this time without learning a few
thi ngs. "Maybe it bl ocks real magic, but what about m nd-magic? Isn't there
a mnd-nmagi ¢ you can use to nove things around?"

:There is, mind-mate,: Warrl confirmed before Kethry could answer, his tai
sweepi ng the flagstones wth approval

Ket hry added her nod to Warrl's words.

"Ladi es, gentlenen," Master Lenne said at just that noment, calling their
attention to him He stood up, wi necup in hand, a lovely silver piece he had
with himall through dinner. The glow of the firelight gave hima false flush
of health, and he smiled as he stood, reinforcing the illusion. "I aman old
man, and can't keep the late hours | used to, so I'll take nmy |eave- and ny
usual nightcap."”



One of the '"prentices filled his cup fromthe common pitcher of w ne, and he
nmoved of f into the shadows, in the direction of the living quarters.

"Keep tal king, and keep them from noticing we're gone," Tarma hissed to her
partner, signaling Warrl to stay where he was. "lI'mgoing to see if anything
happens when he gets to his room"

Wthout waiting for an answer, she nelted into the shadows, with Warrl taking
her place right beside Kethry. There was no other light in the enornous room
besides the fire in the fireplace, and Master Lenne was not paying a great
deal of attention to anything that was not imediately in front of him Still
she made herself as invisible as only a Shin"'a'in could, follow ng the Master
into his quarters. Can | assune that if soneone used m nd-nmagi ¢ around here,
you woul d know it? she thought in Warrl's direction, as she slipped through

t he doorway on Lenne's heels.

».Possibly,: he answered. -.Possibly not. |I think it will be up to your own
powers of observation.

She waited at the end of the hallway, concealed in shadows, for the Master to
take his doorway so that she could see which quarters were his. Wen he had,
she waited a little while I onger, then crept soundl essly on the fl agstoned
floor after him opening the same door and slipping inside. She had thought
about maki ng sone pretense at wanting to talk further with the Master, but had
deci ded against the idea. If this poisoner was using mnd-magic to plant the
poi son, he might also be using it to tell whether or not the Master was al one.

Ket hry knew nmore of mind-magic than she did- but Tarma had a good idea what to
wat ch. That busi ness about a "usual nightcap"-if the poi soner knew about this
habit of Master Lenne's, it made an excellent tine and place to adm nister the
dai ly doses.

Then, once he's got the Master up to a certain level, he stops. The Master

| oses his appetite, like the horses, stops eating, and drops all the weight he
put on. And the poison that was in the fat he accunul ated drops into his body

all at once. He dies, but by the time he dies, there's no external evidence of
poi soni ng.

And of course, everyone would have known that the Master was ill, so this
final, fatal "sickness" would come as no surprise.

Once inside the door, she found herself in a darkened room with furniture
maki ng vague lunps in the thick shadow, silhouetted against dimlight coning
fromyet another doorway at the other side of the room She eased up to the
new door, feeling a little ashamed and voyeuristic, and watched the Master
puttering about, taking out a dressing gown, preparing for bed. The w necup
sat on a little table beside a single candl e near the doorway, untasted and
unwat ched.

Master Lenne entered yet another room just off his bedroom and closed the
door; sounds of water splashing made it obvious what that room s function was.

Tarma did not take her eyes off the cup; and in a nonent, her patience was
rewar ded

The surface of the wine junped-as if something invisible had been dropped into
the cup. A nonment later, it appeared as if it was being stirred by a ghostly
finger.

Then Master Lenne opened the door to the bedroom and the spectral finger



wi t hdrew, |eaving the wi ne outwardly unchanged. Hi s eyes lighted on his
wi necup, but before he could take the hal f-dozen steps to reach it, Tarmm
i nterposed herself, catching it up

Master Lenne started back, his eyes as wide as if she had been a spirit
hersel f. Before he coul d stamer anything, she sniled.

"Your pardon, Master," she said quietly. "But | think we need to talk."

The arsenic had not conpletely dissolved; there was a gritty residue in the
bottom of the cup that proved very effective at killing a trapped nouse,
elimnating Master Lenne's doubts.

The three of them were ensconced in his parlor; he was wrapped in a robe and
dressi ng gown, |ooking surprisingly vulnerable for such a big man. There was a
firein his tiny fireplace, and candles on the table between them and the
light mercilessly reveal ed the shadows under his eyes. "But who could be doing
thi s?" he asked, looking from Tarnma to Kethry and back again. "And why? They
say that poison is a woman's weapon, but |'ve angered no wonen that | know

of -"

"Not a woman's weapon, Master," Kethry said, tapping her lips thoughtfully
with a fingernail. "Poison is a coward' s weapon. It is the weapon of choice
for soneone who is too craven to face an eneny openly, too craven even to cone
into striking range of his enemy hinself. It's the weapon of choice for
someone who is unwilling to take personal risks, but is totally wthout
scruples when it comes to risking others."

Tarma saw by the wi dening then narrowi ng of Master Lenne's eyes that he had
cone to the same conclusion they had nade.

"Karden," he said flatly.

Tarma nodded, conpressing her lips into a thin, hard |line.

Ket hry sighed and held up her hands. "That's the best bet. The problemis
proving it. It's hard enough to prove an attenpt at nurder by real magic-but |
don't think there's anyone in this entire kingdomw th enough expertise at

m nd-nmagic to prove he's been using it to try to poison you. By the way, where
did you get that goblet?"

Lenne seemed confused by the change in subjects. "Every Master has one;
they're given to us when we achi eve Mastery."

Ket hry nodded, and Tarna read satisfaction in her expression. "That at | east
sol ves the question of how he knew where the poison was going. If he has the
match to that goblet, that gives hima '"target' to match with yours."

"But that al so conpounds the problem G eeneyes," Tarma pointed out. "If every
Mast er has one of these, any Master could be a suspect. No, we aren't going to
be able to bring Karden to conventional justice, |I'mafraid."

Master Lenne, sick or no, was sharper than she had expected. "Conventiona
justice?" he said. "I assune you have sonething else in nind?"

Tarma pi cked up the nowenpty goblet, and turned it in her hands, smling at
the play of light on the curving silver surface. "Just let me borrow this for
a day or so," she replied nonconmttally. "And we'll see if the gods-or
somet hi ng-can't be noved to retribution."”



Ket hry raised an eyebr ow
"This mght not work," Kethry warned, for the hundredth tine.

"Your spell mght not work. It m ght work, and Karden m ght notice. He m ght
not notice, but he mght not drink the wine in his own goblet when he's
through playing with it." Tarma shrugged. "Then again, it mght. You tell ne
that mind-magic is hard work, and I amwlling to bet that a sneaky bastard
like this Karden gets positive glee out of drinking a toast to his eneny's
death and refreshing hinself at the same tinme when he's done every night. If
this doesn't work, | try something nore direct. But if it does-our problem
elimnates itself."

They were outside the protected influence of the Guild House, ensconced in the
common room of the closed inn. Just she and Kethry; Lenne was goi ng through
his usual after-dinner routine, but this time, he was not using his Master's
goblet for his wine. That particular piece of silver resided on the table in
the mddle of the comnmon room full of wine. Wth a spell on the wi ne.

Not the goblet. Kethry was taking no chances that bespelling the goblet would
change it enough that Karden's m nd-magi c woul d no | onger recognize it. The
two of themwere on the far side of the roomfromthe goblet; far enough

Ket hry hoped, that Karden would judge the goblet safely out of sight of
anyone. The inn's conmon room was consi derably bigger than Lenne's quarters.

That was assuming he could check for the presence or absence of people. He

m ght be getting his information froma single source within the Guild House.
But Kethry was of the opinion that he wasn't; that he was waiting for a noment
when there were no signs of mental activity within a certain range of the
goblet, but that there was wine in it. That, she thought, would have been the
easi est and sinplest way for Karden to handl e the problem

Al of it was guess and hope-

Ket hry hissed a warning. Sonething was stirring the surface of the wine in the
gobl et .

Sonething tried to drop into the wine. Tried. The wine resisted it, formng a
skin under it, so that the substance, white and granular, floated in a dinpled
pocket on the surface.

"Ka' chen,"” Tarma said in satisfaction. "Got you, you bastard.”

The pocket of white powder rotated in the wine, as the invisible finger
stirred. Quickly, Kethry's hands noved in a conplex pattern; sweat beaded her
brow as she nuttered words under her breath. Tarma tried not to nove or
otherw se distract her. This was a conplicated spell, for Kethry was not only
trying to do the reverse of what Karden was doing, she was trying to insinuate
t he poi son back into his wine, grain by grain, so that he would not notice
what she was doi ng.

Until, presumably, it was too |ate.
It was like watching a bit of snownelt; as the tiny white pile rotated, it
slow y vani shed, until the |ast speck wi nked out, |eaving only the dark

surface of the w ne.

Tarma approached the cup cautiously. The spectral "finger" w thdrew hastily,
and she picked the goblet up



"Wel | ?" she said, "can | bet ny life on this?"

Ket hry nodded wearily, her heart-shaped face drawn with exhaustion. "It's as
safe to drink as it was when | poured it," she replied, pulling her hair out
of her eyes. "l can guarantee it went straight into the nodel -cup. Wat
happened after that?" She shrugged el oquently. "We'Il find out tomorrow "

Tarma lifted the cup in an ironic salute. "In that case-here's to tonorrow "

"Now don't forget what | told you," Kethry said firmy, from her superior
position above the Master's head, where she perched in Hellsbane's saddle. "I
may have pulled nost of the poison fromyou with that spell, but you're stil
sick. You're suffering the damage it caused, and that isn't going to go away
overni ght."

Mast er Lenne nodded earnestly, shading his eyes against the norning sun, and
handed Kethry a sad-dleroll of the finest butter-soft |eather to fasten at her
cantle. Leather like that-calfskin tanned to the suppl eness and texture of
fine velvet-was worth a small fortune. Tarma already had an identical rol
behi nd her saddl e.

"I plan to rest and keep ny schedule to a minimum" Lenne said, as obedient as
a child. "To tell you the truth, now that |I no | onger have to worry about
Karden taking ny trade and exerting his influence on the Guild as a whole-"

"So tragic, poisoning hinmself with his own processes,"” Tarna said dryly. "
guess that will prove to the @uild that the safe old ways are the best."

Mast er Lenne flushed and | ooked down for a nonment. Wen he | ooked back up, his

eyes were troubled. "I suppose it would do no good to reveal the truth, would
it?"

"No good, and a lot of harm" Kethry said firmy. "If you nust, tell only
those you trust. No one else." She | ooked off into the distance. "I don't |ike
taking the law into ny own hands-"

"When the law fails, people of conscience have to take over, G eeneyes," Tarma
said firmy,. "lIt's either that, or Iie down and |l et yourself be wal ked on
Shin'"a'in weave rugs; we don't imtate them"

"I don't like it either, ladies," Master Lenne said quietly. "Even know ng
that my own life hung on this. But-"

"But there are no easy answers, Master," Tarma interrupted him "There are
cowards and the brave. Dishonest and honest. | prefer to foster the latter and
renove the former. As ny partner would tell you, Shin'a'in are great believers
i n expediency." She leveled a penetrating glance at her partner. "And if we're
goi ng to make Hawk's Nest before sundown, we need to | eave now "

Master Lenne took the hint, and backed away fromthe horses. "Shin'a'in-" he
sai d suddenly, as Tarma turned her horse's head. "l said that poison was a
worman' s weapon. You have shown ne differently. A wonan's weapon is that she
t hi nks-and then she acts, without hesitation."”

:Usual ly, she thinks,: Warrl said dryly. :Wien | rem nd her to.
Put a gag on it, Furface, Tarma thought back at him And she saluted Master

Lenne gravely, and sent her warsteed up the last road to Hawksrest, with
Ket hry and Warr| keeping pace beside her.



THE TALI SMAN

This story sprang out of a conplaint that bad fantasy al ways seenms to rely on
the magic thingamajig to get the hero out of trouble. Seened to nme that a
magi ¢ thingamajig could get someone into nore trouble than it would get him
out of. As always, Tarma and Kethry rely as nmuch on intelligence and quick

t hi nking as magi ¢ and swordplay to get them out of trouble.

It was hard for Kethry to remenber that wi nter would be over in two nonths at
the nost. The entire world seened made up of crusted snow, it even lay al ong
the bare branches of trees. Fromthis vantage point, atop a rocky,
scrub-covered hill, it looked as if winter had taken hold of the I and and
woul d never let go. The entire world had turned into an endl ess series of

wi nter-dormant, forested hills, hills they plodded over with no sign that
there was an end to them Although the road that threaded these hills bore
unm st akabl e signs of frequent use, they hadn't seen a single soul in the past
two days. Kethry stanped her nunmb feet on snow packed rock-hard and frozen
into an obstacle course of ruts, trying to get a little feeling back into
them She shaded her eyes agai nst snow glare and stared down the hillside
whi |l e her mul e pawed despondently at the ice crust beside the trail, hoping
for a scrap of grass and unable to break through

She heard the creaking of Tarma's saddl e as her partner disnounted. "Goddess!"
the Shin'a'in croaked. "I'm bl oody freezing!"

"You're always freezing," Kethry replied absently, trying to make out if the
snmudge on the horizon was snoke or just another cloud. "Except when |I'm
roasting. Were are we? Is that snoke |'m seeing out there, or a fignment of ny
i magi nati on?"

There was a rattling of paper at her right el bow as Tarma took out their nap.
"I could make a very bad pun, but | won't," she said. "Yes, it's snoke, and
I'd guess we're here-"

Ket hry took her watering eyes off that faraway prom se of habitation, and
turned to see where on the map Tarma thought they were. It wasn't exciting. If
the Shin'a'in was right, they were about a can-dlemark's ride away froma
flyspeck too snmall even to be called a village, marked on the map only with
the nane "Potter," and the synbol for "public wellL" "No inn?" the sorceress
asked wistfully. "No inn," her partner sighed, folding the map and rucking it
back inside the inner pocket of her coat. "Sorry about that, G eeneyes."
"Figures," Kethry said sourly. "Wwen we've finally got the nmoney to pay for
inns, we can't find any."

Tarma shrugged. "That's fate, | suppose. W'll have to see if we can induce
some househol der to part with hearth- or barn-space for a little coin. Could
be worse. If it hadn't been for everything that happened in Murnedealth, we
woul dn't have the coin."

"True-though | can think of easier ways to have gotten it."
"Hmm " Tarma made a noncommittal sound, and swung back up into her saddl e.
Ket hry cast a glance at her out of the corner of her eye and wondered what she

was t hi nki ng.

W're still not-quite-a team And she worries about ne a lot nore than | think
i S necessary.

"I don't regret any of it," she said then, trying to sound as if she had



i ntended to continue the sentence. "lIt's just that I'mlazy. That little
set-to with ny former spouse was a whole lot nore work than | woul d have
preferred!"

Tarma's grating laugh floated out over the hillside, and Kethry relaxed a bit.

"I'"ll try and spare you, next time," the Sword-sworn said, nudging her mare
with her heels and sendi ng Kessira picking her way through the ruts down the
hill. Kethry could have sworn as they passed that the elegant little nare had
her lip curled in distaste. "If you promise to give me a little nore warning
This could all have been taken care of quite handily by wayl ayi ng Wet hes and
your brother and-ah-'persuading' themthat everyone would be happier if we
were |eft alone.”

"I thought you Kal'enedral were bound by honor," Kethry nmocked, as Rod
| urched and slipped his way down the hill in Kessira's wake.
"Her honor, not man's honor," Tarma corrected, not taking her attention from
the path in front of her. "And in matters where Her honor has no bearing,

we' re bound by expediency. |I'mrather fond of expediency. It saves a world of
probl ens. "

"Except when you have to explain your notion of 'expedient' to the Cty
Guard." Rodi took the last of the slope in a rush that nmade Kethry grit her
teeth and cling to the saddl e-bow, hoping the nule knew what he was doi ng.

"You have a point," the Shin"'a'in admtted. It took nost of the renaining
dayl i ght-not the single candl emark the nmap promi sed-to get to the duster of
houses al ongsi de the road. That was because of the condition of the road
itself; as hum nocked and rutted as the hill had been. Tarma didn't want to
push the beasts at all, for fear they'd break | egs nisstepping. So they picked
their way to "Potter" with rmaddeni ng sl owness.

So maddening that at first Kethry did not note the increasing pressure of her
geas- bl ade "Need" on her mi nd.

She was tightly bound to the sword; as bound to it as she was to her partner
and that binding had the blessing of Tarma's own Goddess on it. The sword
repai d that binding by healing her of anything short of a death-wound in an

i ncredi bly short period of tine, and by granting her a master's ability at
wielding it-a fact that had saved Tarma's skin now and again, since no one
expect ed bl ade-expertise froma mage. But Kethry paid for those gifts-for any
time there was a woman in need of help within the blade's sensing-range-and
Ket hry had not yet determined the limts of that range-she had to help.
Regar dl ess of whether or not hel ping was a prudent nove-or going to be repaid.

Hardly the nost ideal circunstances for a woul d-be nercenary.

Need's "call" was like the insistent pressure of a headache about to

happen- except when the situation was truly life-or-death critical, in which
case it had been known to cause pressure so close to pain as nade no
difference. Tarma nust have learned to read or sense that in the few nonths

t hey' d been toget her-she suddenly | ooked back over her shoul der al nost as soon
as Kethry herself becane aware of the blade's proddi ng, and frowned.

"Tell me that expression on your face isn't what | think it is," the

hawk-faced Shin'a'in said plaintively. "I would," Kethry sighed, "but 1'd be
lying." Tarma shook her head, and turned her ice-blue eyes to the settl enent
ahead of them "Joyous. Well, at |least there shouldn't be nuch trouble

figuring out who and what. If there're nore than a dozen feral es down there,



I'll eat a horseshoe."”

Ket hry urged her mule forward until she rode knee-to-knee with her brown-clad
partner. "I'll say what you're undoubtedly thinking. If there's a problemin
so small a settlenent, everybody is likely to know about it. Wich neans
everybody may well have a vested interest in keeping it quiet. O may |ike
things the way they are." The vague splotch beside the road ahead of them
resolved itself into a cluster of buildings as their beasts brought them
nearer. A few nmonents nore, and they could make out the red-roofed well house,
set apart fromthe rest of the buil dings.

"Or may sinply resent outsiders interfering," Tarma finished glumy. "There
are times-heads up, she'enedra. W're being net."

They were indeed. Even as Tarma spoke, sonething separated itself fromthe
side of the well house. Shrouded in layers of clothing, for a monent it | ooked
nore bearlike than human. But as they neared, they could see that waiting
besi de the public well was a stoop-shoul dered old man, gnarled and weat hered
as a nountain tree, with a thick thatch of snowwhite hair rucked under a
knitted cap the sane bright red as the well house roof.

"Evening," Tarma returned the greeting, crossing her wists on her saddl ebow
and | eani ng forward- though not dismounting. "Wat kind of hospitality could a
few coins purchase a tired travel er around here, goodman?"

He | ooked them up and down with bright black eyes peeping from beneath brows
i ke overhangi ng snowbanks-eyes that m ssed nothing. "Well-arned travelers,"
he observed nildly.

Tarma | aughed, and a startled crow fl apped out of the thatch of one of the
houses. "Travel ers who aren't fools, goodman. And two wonen traveling al one
who couldn't take care of thenselves would be fools."

The ol d man chuckl ed. "Point taken, point taken."

He edged a little closer. "Be any good with that bow?"

Tarma considered this for a nonent. "A fair shot," she acknow edged.

"Well, then," the oldster replied tugging his knit cap a bit farther down over
his ears. "Coin we got no use for till spring an' the traders cone-but a bit
of game, nowthat'd be wel cone. Say, hearth and neal for hunting?"

Tarma nodded, and seened satisfied with the tentative bargain, for she

di smounted. Kethry was only too glad to foll ow her exanple.

"I can't conjure gane out of an enpty forest, old man," Tarma said warningly
as he led themto a roony shed that already sheltered a donkey and three
goat s.

"There's gane, there's gane. | wouldn't set ye to a fool's task. Just we be no
hunters here." He hel ped themfork hay into the shed; for bedding the mare and
the mul e woul d have to make do with the bracken already |ayering the floor

"Not hunters?" Kethry said, puzzled, as they took their packs and foll owed
their guide into the nearest house. "Qut here in the middl e of nowhere? What
on earth do you-"

The answer to her question was self-evident as soon as the old nan opened the
door. The house was a single enormus room conbining sleeping, living and



wor ki ng space. It was the working space that occupied the lion's share of the
dwelling. In one corner stood a huge sink and punp, several wooden boxes of
clay, and a potter's wheel. Various ceramc itens were ranged on two | ong
wooden tables in the center of the roomaccording to what stage they were in,
fromfirst drying to final glazing. The back wall was entirely brick, with
several iron doors init. It radiated heat even at this distance; it had to be
a kiln of sone sort, Kethry reckoned. Mst of the wi ndows were covered with
oi l ed parchrment, but there was a single glass windowin the wall opposite;
directly beneath that was a smaller workbench with pots and brushes, and a
hal f - pai nted vase. The rest of the living arrangements were scattered
haphazardly about, wherever there was room for them

It was, to Kethry's mind, stiflingly warm but Tarnma i medi ately threw off
her coat with a sigh of pure bliss.
"Put yer bedrolls wherever, |adies,"
supper."

the old man said. "There's porridge as

Ket hry rummaged out a packet of some of their dried fruit and tossed it to the
ol dster, who caught it deftly, grinned his thanks, and added it to the pot
just inside one of those iron doors.

"Directly supper's finished, we'll be gettin' visitors," their host told them
as they found places to spread their bedrolls on the clay-stained, rough board
floor. "I be Egon Potter; rest of the folks out here be kin or craft-kin."

Kethry's curiosity had turned her attention to the half-finished pottery. It
was nore than sinple pots and bow s, she realized as soon as she had a good
look at it. It was really exquisite work, the equal or superior of anything
she'd ever seen for sale in Murnedealth. "Wy-" she began

"-are we way out here, back of the end of the world?" Egon interrupted her
"The day, lady. No match for it anywhere else. Got three kinds of day right
here; got fuel for the kilns; got all winter t'work on the fancy stuff an' al
sunmer t' trade. Wiat el se we need?"

Tarma | aughed. "Not a dammed thing else, CGuildmaster." At his raised eyebrow
and quirky, half-toothless grin she | aughed again. "I've al ways wondered where
the best of the Wightguild porcelain and stoneware cane fromit certainly
wasn't being made in Kata'shin'a'in. You think | can't recognize the work of
the Master when | see it?"

"Then there be nore about you than shows on th' surface, swordl ady. But you
tol' me that, didn' ye?" "Oh, aye, that | did." They matched grins in sone

ki nd of wordl ess exchange that baffled Kethry, then the Shin'a'in edged her
way past the crowded work-table to the oldster's side. "Here. Let me give you
a hand with that porridge."

As darkness fell, Kethry cane to appreciate old Egon's craftsmanship even
nore, for he lit oil lanps around the roomw th shades of porcelain so thin
that the light glowed through it easily. And when the first of the | anps was
alight, the rest of the inhabitants of the little settlement began to arrive.

They crowded about the newconers, treating themwth friendly reserve, asking
guestions, but free enough with their own answers. Fairly soon everyone had
found space on the hearth, and Kethry was able to examine them at her |eisure.
They seemed ami abl e enough. None of the wonmen seened to be in any distress. In
fact, it didn't look to Kethry as if there were anything at all wong here-and
this despite Need's unvarying pressure on the back of her nind



Finally, while Tarma entertai ned the conmpany with sonme Shin'a'in tale or
other, the sorceress edged over to where old Egon was sitting alone a little
off to one side.

He nodded to her, but waited for her to speak. She cleared her throat a
little, then said, trying not to sound awkward, "Egon, is everyone in your
settl enent here?"

He seened surprised by her question. "Ch, aye; all but the little ones.
Vel | -barring one."

This sounded a little nore prom sing. "One?" she pronpted

H s eyes went wary. "Well-she bain't a guilds-man. Stranger. Settled here, oh
three or four winters ago. She don't have much t' do with us, we don't have
much t' do with her. Unchancy sort." Egon blinked, slowy. "Trades with us,
betimes. | think she be grubbin' about in the ruins, yonder. Bits of netal she
trades, old stuff, gone t' powder nmostly, but good for nakin' glazes."

Sonet hi ng about this "stranger" evidently nmade Egon nore than a little uneasy.
Kethry could read that in his shuttered expression, and the careful choice he
made of his words

"Are the ruins forbidden, or sonething?" she asked, trying to pinpoint his
uneasi ness.

"For bi dden?" He flashed her a startled glance, and chuckl ed. "G eat Kenos, no!
It's just-she seenms witchy, like, but she ain't never done nothin' witchy." He
gave her a sidelong glance, as if gauging her response to that. "It's like she
was | ooking for something out there and mad as hops 'cause she ain't finding
it. 'Cept lately she been acting |ike she had. Her nane's-"

The door opened, and a bundl ed figure hal f-stepped, and was hal f -w ndbl own,
into the circle of light. She blinked for a noment, her eyes sunken into pale,
pudgy cheeks, her flabby arms huggi ng her fur cloak tightly about her

She'd put on so rmuch weight since Kethry had | ast seen her that at first she
didn't recognize her fornmer school mate.

Then- "Mara?" she said into the silence the wonan's abrupt arrival had inposed
on the group

The wonman whirl ed; peered past the heads of those nearest her at Kethry. Her
nmout h wor ked soundl essly for a nmoment; one plunp, pasty hand flew to her
t hroat-then she turned and bolted back the way she had cone in a clunsy run

The door slammed behind her. The rest of those gathered sat in enbarrassed
si | ence.

Finally Egon self-consciously cleared his throat. " Tis a bit late, and we all
have work, cone the norning light. "

H's kin and fell ow guildsnmen were not slow at taking the hint. Before too very
| ong the house was silent, and enpty of all but Egon and the two wonen.

There seened no way to break that silence, and after a few hal fhearted
attenpts at conversation, Egon excused hinmself and went to bed.

Kethry took a long while falling asl eep, and not because of the unfamliar
surroundi ngs. Mara Yveda was the | ast person she expected to see out here.



1 wondered where she went, after she'd disappeared from Wite Wnds. Poor
Mara. She was so certain that we were hiding sonmething fromher-that contro
of magic was just a matter of knowi ng the right words, having the right
talisman.

I"lI'l never forget the night she ran off. Right after she stole Master Loren's
staff-then found out the only thing that was unusual about it was that it was
cut to exactly the right height to nost confortably help himwith his |ane

| eg.

She broke it in tw when it wouldn't magi ¢ anything up for her. And then-she
ran away.

She woul d never believe that power isn't a matter of "magic," it's a matter of

di sci pline.

She's the one that's in trouble. She's found sonething, |I know she has, and
she's gotten into trouble over it. What's nmore, Egon knows it, too.

So what do | do about it?
She fell asleep finally, without being able to conme to any concl usion

Ket hry wat ched her partner dress the next norning, still in a decidedly
unsettled state of mnd. "Swordl ady," Egon said hesitantly, as Tarma prepared
to set off at dawn to nake good her side of the bargain, "there's sonething
need to tell you. About the gane."

Tarma didn't even stop lacing up her boots. "CGo ahead," she said. "I'm
listening.” "There's a bear about."

Now she |l eft her lacing, to raise her head and stare at him "A what? Are you
sure? That-that's hardly usual."

"Aye," the old nman replied, shifting fromone foot to the other. "But we've
seen it about, not nore than a day or two ago."

Tarma took a nonment to secure the | acings, and straightened up, her face dead
sober. "Do you have any notion what that neans, that there's a bear, awake and
wal king this deep into winter?" Egon shook his head.

"That is a very sick bear, Egon. Either it didn't eat enough to keep it going
t hrough wi nter-sleep, or sonething woke it far too early, and only illness can
do that. In either case, its body is trying to nake it go down for sl eeping,
and it's going conpletely against those instincts. It's going to die, Egon-but
before it does, it'll be half mad with starvation. It could be very dangerous
to you and yours."

The old man shook his head. "It's left us alone; we're ninded to | eave it
alone. Don't kill it, sword-lady. Leave it bide. Deer, boar, even a ness of
rabbit or bird-just-not the bear."

Tarma checked the condition of every arrow in her quiver before attaching it
to her belt. Then she | ooked at Egon and frowned. "You're not doing that beast
any favor, old nman." Egon's face set stubbornly. "Not the bear."

She shrugged. "On your head. By the tinme it's trouble, we'll be gone past
calling us back." She half-turned to face her partner. "I should be back by
aft ernoon. One nore night here, then we'll be off in the nmorning, if that's



all right with you."

Kethry smled. "Who am | to conplain about another night under shelter? Good
hunting."

"Thanks, Geeneyes." The Shin'"a'in slipped out the door, |eaving Kethry and
the Guil dnaster alone, sitting across the worktable fromone another. The
sil ence between them deepened and grew heavier by the m nute. The sorceress
stared at her hands, trying to decide what to say-and whether now was the
right tine to say it.

Finally, when Kethry couldn't stand it any |onger, she opened her nouth.
"About that bear-" she began
Egon spoke at exactly the same nonent. "Lady, be you-"

They | ooked at each other and | aughed shakily. Kethry nodded, gesturing to
Egon that he should speak first.

"Lady, | wasn't sure, you wearin' steel and all, but then seenmed you know
Mar a- be you witchy? A sorceress, belike?"

"Yes," Kethry said slowy, wondering if he was going to be angry at the idea
of having sheltered a mage wi thout knowing it. There were sone who woul d be.
Mages were not universally wel coned. "Thank the God," Egon breathed fervently-
Ch, terrific. He isn't going to throw nme out, but- "It's that Mara, |ady. |
tol' you she been pokin' about in themruins? Seened |ike maybe she found
somethin'. Themruins, there's stories that the people there was w tchy, too.
Shape- changers." Egon swal | owed. "We-we think maybe Mara found sonet hi ng of
theirs.”

Ket hry put fact on top of surmi se, and nmade a guess. "You think Mara's the
bear."

He | ooked relieved, and nodded. "Aye. Exactly that W figure maybe she found
some kind of witchy thing of theirs, what |et her shape-change, too. Now she's
strange, but she hain't bad, or hain't been before. But she's got stranger
since we started seein' the bear. There be bear tracks about her house-she
says 'tis 'cause the bear cones to her feedin', that it's harmess if it's

| eft be-but we don' think so. So-1 dunno lady, | dunno what t' ask, like."

"You want to know if she's dangerous?" Kethry asked. She got up from her seat
and began paci ng, her hands cl asped behind her. "Yes, dammit, she's dangerous
all right. The nore so because | don't think she ever really listened to a
singl e word anyone ever told her at mage-school. Do you know why npbst nages
don't shapechange? Wiy they use illusions instead?"

Egon shook, his head dunbly, his winkled face twisted into a knot of concern

"Because when you shapechange, you becone the thing you' ve changed to. You're
subject to its instincts, its limtations. Including the fact that there's not
enough roomin a beast's head for a human nmind. That usually doesn't nmatter
much. Not so long as you don't spend nore than an hour or two as a beast. You
don't lose rmuch of your humanity, and you can probably get it back when you
revert. But it's not guaranteed that you will, and the stronger the animal's
instincts, the nmore of yourself you'll |ose.™

"She been spendin' whol e days as bear, we think. She don' conme t' door when a
body calls till after sundown," Egon whi spered hoarsely.



"And at a tine of the year when bear instincts are strongest." Kethry tw sted
the Shin'a'in oath-ring on her left hand. "No wonder she put on wei ght. Bears
go into a feeding frenzy in the fall-and she can't have gained as nuch as a
bear needs to winter-sleep. No wonder she | ooked like hell." Abruptly she

st opped paci ng, and went to her bedroll, picking up the sword-belt that held
Need and strapping the bl ade over her breeches and tunic. "Lady? Wat be you-"

"Ch, don't worry, Egon." Kethry turned to smile at himwanly. "I'mnot going
to use this on her." For one thing, | don't think it would let ne. "I'm going
to go talk to her," the sorceress continued. "Mybe, just maybe, | can help

her."

She nust be being torn nearly in two by now, Kethry thought unhappily, as she,
in turn, slipped out into the dawn-gilded, frozen air. Caught between the bear

and the woman-if | can get her to take Need, | think the blade can rebal ance
her body for her. | hope. I'"'mno Healer, and that's what she needs nost right
now. That assumes she'll let ne, of course.

She picked her way across the lunmps of frozen snow to the farthest house of
the cluster-a cabin, really. It had never been intended to be used for
anything nore than living quarters, unlike the rest of the dwellings in the
settlenent. That cabin was Mara's, so Egon had said. It |ooked deserted.

Ket hry pounded on the door for several noments, and got no answer. Wth ny
| uck-

She circled around to the back and found what she'd been dreadi ng. The back
entrance was unl atched; the cabin was enpty. And anong the many tracks | eaving
and entering the cabin fromthe rear, there were no human footprints anong
them Only the half-nelted and near-shapel ess tracks of a small bear

Dam!

So many tracks suggested that Mara had fallen into a pattern. And that was

bad; it nmeant she wasn't thinking in her bear-form she was just acting. Then
again, that she was following a pattern nmeant that if Kethry foll owed the old
tracks, she'd probably be able to find Mara along the trail she'd established.

Whet her or not she'd be able to reason with her-

| don't have a choice, Kethry decided. That's why Need's been after nme. Mara's
going to get trapped in her bear-shape-and she's going to die.

The trail took her deeply into the woods; without the trail, Kethry knew she'd
have been | ost. There were no signs of any habitation, no traces of the hand
of man in this direction-except for certain rock out-croppings that didn't
quite look natural. Gadually, as the sun rose higher and crept toward the
zenith, it dawned on Kethry that these outcroppings were beconing nore
frequent, as if they marked sonme kind of |ong-vani shed roadway.

She's going out to these "ruins."
And why in bear-forn?

She nust be going there every day. But why?

She was never to have an answer to that question, because as she rounded the
torn-up, snow covered roots of a fallen tree, sonething stepped out of the
shelter of a duster of pines to block her progress.

"You!" Mara spat. "You' ve cone to steal it, haven't you?"



Her eyes were dull and deeply sunken; her hair was | ank and unwashed. As she
[ unbered clunmsily toward Kethry, the sorceress got a whiff of an unpl easant
reek- hal f unwashed cl othing and stale sweat, half an ani mallike nusk.

"Mara, |-" Kethry swallowed. 1'll say | haven't got the vaguest notion what
she's tal king about, she'll know I'mlying. "-ny partner and | are here by
nmerest chance. W're on our way down to the Dhorisha Plains. Mara, |'ll be

blunt; you | ook awful. That's why Egon asked ne to follow you. He's worried
about you. Are you ill? Can | hel p?"

Mara's hands came up to her throat. "Liar! He wants it, too! He sent you to
take it away fromnme!" Kethry raised her chin and | ooked squarely into those
mad, gl azed eyes. "Mara, Egon is a Master craftsman. He doesn't need nagic.
And | don't need sone stupid trinket to shape-change; | can do it nyself. |
don't because it's dangerous-"

"Ch, yes, | renmenber you! Dear, bright, pretty Kethry! You never needed

anyt hing, did you? They gave you everything you ever wanted-power, magic,
secrets-all those old nen just fell over thenselves to give you what they kept
fromme, didn't they? And the young nen gave you-other things- didn't they?"
Mara's face contorted into a snarling nask of hate. "Well, |'ve got secrets
now, secrets they tell nme. They nade ne their lover, just like those old nmen
made you-they cone to nme when | change, and they make | ove to ne, and they

whi sper their secrets-"

As she babbl ed on about her "secrets" and her "lovers," Kethry realized with a
sense of growi ng horror what rnust have happened. She'd changed, possibly for
the first time, during mati ng season. And now she had convi nced herself that
the mal e bears that had mated with her were the | ong-gone shape-changi ng
bui | ders of the ruins-

Never particularly stable, perhaps it had been the shock of mating as an
ani mal - and being unable to cope with it-that had pushed her over the edge.

"-well, you can't have it!" Mara shrieked at the top of her lungs. "It's mne
it's mne, it's-"

The words blurred, the voice deepened, the shapel ess bundl e of fur took on a
shape. The words were lost in the roar of the enraged bear that bal anced
manl i ke on hi ndl egs, and advanced-no | onger clunmsy-on Kethry. "Mara-Maral"

There was an oddly shaped nmetal pendant slung about the bear's neck on a
bl ackened thong. Kethry reached for it with her owmn magic, to try and nullify
it-and nmet not hi ng.

This "talisman" was not magic at all! Mara's shape-changi ng was not the result
of some ancient sorcery; it was only that she believed the medallion could
wor k t he change.

And in magic, as Kethry had often told her partner, belief is the nost
i mportant conponent.

“"Mara, | don't want your talisman! It's worthless-"

The bear ignored the words, dropping to all fours and continuing to advance,
saliva dripping fromher snarling jaws.

Kethry flung a sl eepi ng-spell at the shape-changer. It was the nmpost powerful
spell she had in her depleted arsenal at the noment. She'd used so nuch trying
to escape Wethes' nmakeshift prison-



The bear ignored the spell; ignored the mage-barrier she hied to erect to hold
it off.

She convi nced herself she can change shape-she probably convinced herself she
can defend agai nst spells, too-

So she really can

Ket hry stunbl ed backward, stunbled and fell over the blade strapped to her
si de.

Need
She tried to draw t he sword-

-and di scovered that she couldn't. It would not clear the sheath. It woul dn't
allowitself to be used agai nst a woman.

The bear reared up on hind | egs again, as Kethry backed into the tangle of
roots and frozen earth and found herself trapped. She drew her belt knife; a
futile enough gesture, but she was not going to go down w thout a fight.

And an arrow ski mred over her right shoulder to bury itself in the bear's
t hr oat .

The bear screaned, and pawed at the shaft, and a second joined the first-then
athird, this one thudding into the shaggy chest.

A fourth | anded beside the third.

The bear screaned again, and Kethry hid her face in her hands. Wen she | ooked
again, the bear was down, its eyes glazing in death, a half-dozen arrows
neatly targeting every vul nerabl e spot.

"Next time you take a walk in the woods, |ady," Tarma said harshly, grabbing
her by her shoul der and hauling her to her feet, "don't go alone. | take it
this isn't what it |ooks Iike?"

"It's Mara," Kethry replied, trying to control her shaking linbs. "She | earned
to shape-change-"

The Shin'a'in nodded. "Unh-huh; what | thought. Especially when you didn't give
her the business-end of Need. Hangi ng about with a magi cker taught nme enough
to put two and two together once in a while on my own." She prodded the
stiffening carcass with the tip of her bow "She going to change back? 1'd
hate to get strung up for rmurder."

Ket hry hel d back tears and shook her head. "No. She froze herself into that
shape- Goddess, how did you manage to get here in tinme?"

"I got Egon's deer alnpbst before | left cleared | ands; canme back, and found
you gone." The Shin'a'in poked at the nedallion around the bear's neck
"What's this? Is this-"

"No," Kethry said bitterly. "lIt's just a bit of trash she found. She was so
busy | ooking for 'secrets' that she never |earned the secrets in her own mnd
That's what killed her, not your arrows."

"That could be said about an awful |ot of people." Tarma cocked an eye up at



the sun. "Wat say we nake a polite farewell and get the hell out of here?"
"Expedi ency?" Kethry asked, trying not to sound harsh

Tarma shrugged.

The sorceress | ooked down at the corpse. She'd offered Mara her help; it had
been refused. Staying to be accused of murder-or worse-wouldn't bring her
back.

Expedi ency.

"Let's go," Kethry said.

A TALE OF HERCES

(Based on an idea by Robert Chil son)

Rob Chilson and | were in a discussion at a convention about fantasy cliches;
he wondered why no one ever bothered to point out the viewoint of the poor
chanbermaid in all of the stories about iron-thewed, rock-headed Barbarian

Swordsmen. That was an idea | couldn't pass up. And who better to help with
t he concept than Tarnma and Ket hry?

As for this particular chanmbermaid' s happy ending - well, | wouldn't be
particularly suited to Tarma's life either. | hate canping, bugs, cold, and
wet; | don't nmuch care for hal f-burned food cooked over a campfire, and if |
didn't have some formof vision correction, I'd be legally blind. My persona

i dea of "the way things should be" is that all people be allowed the sane
opportunity for a life that suits them period. If that happens to be beconing
a nother or being an astronaut, both are inportant.

And if those sanme people don't make the nost of the opportunities that are
given them that's their own probl em

Mles out of our way, and still not a sign of anything out of the ordinary,"”
Tarma grunbl ed, her harsh voice carrying easily above the clopping of their
horses' hooves. "For certain no sign of any wonen in distress. Are you - "

"Absolutely certain,” Kethry, the swordswonan's partner, replied firmy, eyes
scanning the fields to either side of them Her calf-length buff-col ored robe,
mark of the traveling sorceress, was covered in road dust, and she squinted in
an attenpt to keep that dust out of her eyes. The chilly air was full of the
scent of dead | eaves and dried grass. "It's not sonething | can ignore, you
know. If nmy bl ade Need says there are wonen in trouble in this direction
there's no chance of doubt: they exist. Surely you know that by now "

It had been two days since they diverted fromthe main road onto this one,
scarcely wider than a cart track. The autumm rains were sure to start before

| ong; cold rains Tarma had hoped to avoid by getting themon the way to their
next commi ssion well ahead of tine. Since they'd turned off the caravan road,
they'd seen little sign of habitation, only rolling, grassy hills and a few
scattered patches of forest, all of them brown and sere. The bright col ors of
fall were not to be found in this region. Wen frost came, the vegetation here
muted into shades nore |ike those of Tarma's worn | eathers and Kethry's
traveling robes than the carnival-bright colors of the farther north. In
short, the trip thus far had been uneventful and deadly dull.

"I swear, sonetimes that sword of yours causes nore grief than she saves us
from" Tanna snorted. "Magicians!"



Kethry smled; she knew very well that the Shin'a'in swordswoman was only
trying to get a rise out of her. The magic bl ade called "Need" that she
carried had saved both their lives nore than once. It had the peculiar
property of giving weapons' expertise to a mage, or protecting a swordswoman
fromthe worst magics; it could heal injuries and illness in a fraction of
normal time-but it could only be used by a fenmale. And, as with all magics,
there was a price attached to Need's gifts. Her bearer nust divert to aid any
worman i n need of help, no matter how far out of her intended way the sword
pull ed her. "You weren't saying that a few weeks ago, when Need and | Heal ed
t hat | ung-wound of yours."

That was then, this is now,' her hawk-vi saged partner quot ed. The nonent
is never the same twice.'" A bit of fresher breeze carried the dust of the
road away, but chilled both of thema little nore.

Ket hry shook anber hair out of her eyes, her round face full of amusenment "O
W se sister-mne, do you have a proverb for everything?"

Tarma chuckl ed. "Dam near- G eeneyes, these fields are cultivated-left to go
fallow just this year. | think there's a farmup ahead. Want to chance seeing
if the owner'|Il let us pass the night in his barn? Looks like rain, and 1'd
rather sleep dry w thout you having to exhaust magics to keep us that way."

Ket hry scanned on ahead of them for possible danger, using nagic to snell out

magic. "It seenms safe enough-let's chance it. Maybe we can get some due about
what Need's calling us to. | don't like the way the air's chilling down,
sybarite that | am 1'd rather sleep warm if we can."

Their ugly, nottled-gray battlemares snelled the presence of other horses,
even as the sorceress finished her sentence. Qther horses nmeant food and water
at the least, and a dry and warm stable at best. Wth the year being well into
autumm a warm stabl e was nothing to scorn. They picked up their pace so
abruptly that the huge black "wolf" that trotted by the side of the

swor dsworman' s nount was |left behind in the dust. He barked a surprised protest
and scranmbled to catch up

"That's what you get for daydream ng, |azybones," Tarma | aughed, her ice-blue
eyes slitted against the rising dust. "Don't just [ook stupid. Get up here, or
we'll |eave you!"

The | upi ne creature-whose shoul der easily cane as high as Tarma's

wai st - gat hered hinmsel f and sprang. He | anded on the carrying pad of stuffed

| eat her just behind her saddle; the mare grunted at the inpact, but was
unsurprised at it. She sinply waited for the beast to settle hinself and set
his retractile claws into the | eather pad, then noved into a ground-devouring
| ope. The sorceress' nount matched her stride for stride.

Strands of raven hair escaped from  Tarma's braid and blew i nto her eyes, but
didn't obscure her vision so much that she missed the sudden novenent in the
bushes at the side of the road, and the small, running figure that set off
across the fields. "Looks like the scouts are out," she grinned at her
partner. "W've been spotted."

"What ? Ch-" Kethry caught sight of the child as he (she?) vaulted over a hedge
and vani shed. "Wnder what he made of us?"

"We're about to find out.”" Fromthe other side of the hedge strode a heavy,
muscul ar farmer, as brown as his fields; one who held his scythe with the air
of someone who knew what an effective weapon it could be. Both woren pul | ed



their horses to a stop and waited for himto reach the road.
"Wayfarer's Peace, |andsman,"” Tarma said when he was near enough to hear her
She hel d both hands out enpty. He eyed her carefully.

"On oath to the Warrior, Shin'a'in?" he replied.

"OCath given." She raised one eyebrow in surprise. "You know Shin'a'in,
| andsman? W're a long way fromthe plains.”

"I"ve traveled." He had rel axed visibly when Tarma had gi ven her pl edge.
"Soldiered a bit. Aye, | know Shin"a'in-and I know a Sworn One when | see one
Tisn't often you see Shin'a'in, and | ess often you see Swordsworn oathed to
out | ander . "

"So you recogni ze bl ood-oat hed, too? You're full of surprises, |andsman."
Tarma's | evel gaze held him her blue eyes had turned cold. "So many | wonder
if we are safe with you-"

He raised his left arm burned onto the back of the wist was a five-spoked
wheel . Kethry relaxed with a sigh, and her partner glanced sidelong at her
"And | know t he Wheel - bound," the sorceress replied. "
bal ance al |l ."

"May your future deeds

"And your feet ever find the Wy,' " he finished, smling at last. "I am
call ed Landric."

"I''"'m Tarma-ny conpanion is Kethry. Just out of curiosity-how did you know we
wer e she' ene-dran?" Tarma asked as he noved up to wal k beside their nounts.
"Even anong Shin'a'in, oathsisters aren't that comon."

He was a big man, and nuscul ar. He wore sinple brown homespun, but the
garments were well rmade. His hair and eyes were a few shades darker than his
sun- dar kened skin. He swung the scythe up gracefully out of the way, and

t hough he eyed Tarma's beast-conpanion warily, he made no noves as though he
were afraid of it. Tarma gave him points for that.

"Had a pair of oathbound nmercenaries in ny com

party,"” he replied, "That was before | took the Weel, of course. Brother and
sister, and both Swordsworn as well, as | recall. Wen you held up your hands,
| recogni zed the crescent palmscar, and | couldn't imagine a Shin'a'in
traveling with any but her oathsister. If you' ve a wish to guest with nme, be
wel cone- even though-" his face clouded, "-1 fear ny hearth's cold confort
now. "

Kethry had a flash of intuition. "Gief, |andsman- your Wheel mate?"

"She waits the next turning. | buried what the nonster |left of her at Spring
pl anting, these six nmonths agone."

Their host wal ked beside their nounts, and told his tale with little
enbel | i shment .

"-And there was no tinme for ne to get a weapon-and little enough | could have
done even had there been tine. So when the nonster headed for the babe, she
ran between it and hiny and the creature took her instead of the child, just
as she'd intended." There was heavily veiled pain still lurking in his voice.



"Dam, " Tarma sai d, shaking her head in awe at the dead wonan's bravery. "Not
sure |'d' ve had the guts to do that. What's this thing |Iike anyway?"

"Li ke no creature |'ve ever heard tell of. Big; bigger than a dozen horses put
toget her, covered with bristly brown hair-a head that's all teeth and jaws,
six legs. CGot talons as long as ny hand, too. W think it's gotten away from
some mage sonewhere; it |looks |like something a nasty mind woul d put together
for the fun of it-no offense neant, sorceress.” "None taken." Kethry nmet his
brown eyes with

candor. "Lady knows ny kind has its share of evildoers. Go on."

"Well, the thing noves like lightning, too. Qutruns even the lord' s beasts
with no problem Its favorite prey is wonen and children; guess it doesn't
much care for food that nmight be able to fight back a little."

Ket hry caught her partner's eye. Told you, she signal ed i n hand-speech. Need
knows.

"The Lord Havi m hasn't been able to do anything about it for the time being,
so until he can get a hero to kill it, he's taken the 'dragon solution' wth
it."

' Dragon solution'?" Tarma | ooked askance.

"He's feeding it, in hopes it'll be satisfied enough to | eave everyone el se
al one," Kethry supplied. "Livestock-I hope?" She | ooked down at the farner
where he wal ked al ongsi de her horse. He kept up with the beast with no
trouble; Kethry was inpressed. It took a strong wal ker to keep up with

Hel | shane.

He shook his head. "People. It won't touch aninmals. So far he's managed to use
nothing but crimnals, but the jails are enptying fast, and for sone reason
nobody seens nuch interested in breaking the | aw anynore. And being fed
doesn't conpletely stop it fromhunting, as | well knowto ny grief. He's
posted the usual sort of reward; half his holdings and his daughter, you know
the drill."

"Fat | ot of good either would do us,"” Tarma nuttered in Shin'a'in. Kethry
snot hered a smile.

They could see his farnstead in the near distance; fromhere it |ooked
wel | -built and prosperous; of baked brick and several roons in size. The roof
was thatch, and in excellent repair. There were at |least five small figures
gat hered by the door of the house.

"These are ny younglings," he said with pride and a trace of worry. "Childer-"
he called to the little group huddl ed just by the door, "-do duty to our
guests. "

The huddl e broke apart; two girls ran into the house and out again as the

el dest, a boy, cane to take the reins of the horses. The next one in height, a
huge-eyed girl (one of the two who had gone into the house), brought bread and
salt; she was followed by another child, a girl who barely came to the wolf's
shoul der, carrying a guesting-cup with the solemity due a major religious
artifact. The three children halted on seeing the wol f, faces betrayi ng doubt
and a little fear; plainly, they wanted to obey their rather. Equally plainly,
they didn't want to get within a mle of the huge bl ack beast.

Tarma signaled the wolf silently. He padded to her right side and sat, | ooking



very calmand as harmess as it is possible for a wolf to look. "This is
Warrl," she said. "He's ny soul-kin and friend, just like in the tales-a nagic
beast fromthe Pelagir Hills. He's wise, and very kind-" she raised one
eyebrow with a com c expression "-and he's a lot snmarter than | am™

Warrl snorted, as if to agree, and the children giggled. Their fears
evapor ated, and they stepped forward to continue their tasks of greeting under
their father's approving eye.

The guesting ritual conplete, the el dest son-who | ooked to be no ol der than
ten, but was a faithful copy of his father in mniature-led the horses to the
stock-shed. It would probably not have been safe to have | et himtake ordinary
battle-trained horses, but these were Shin"a'in bred and trained war st eeds.

They had sense and intelligence enough to be trusted unguided in the mdst of
a nelee, yet would no nore have harmed a child, even by accident, than they
woul d have done injury to one of their own foals.

Just now they were quite well aware that they were about to be stabled and
fed, and in their eagerness to get to the barn they nearly dragged the poor
child off his feet.

"Hai!" Tarma said sharply; they stopped dead, and turned to | ook at her. "Go
gently, warladies," she said in her own tongue. "M nd your manners."

Landric hid a smile as the now docile creatures |let thenselves be | ed away at
the boy's pace. "I'd best help him if you think they'll allowit," he told
the Shin'a'in. "Else he'll be all night at it, trying to groomthemon a

| adder! "

"They' Il allow anything short of violence, providing you | eave our gear wth
them but for your own sake, don't take the packs out of their sight. I'd hate
to have to reconpense you for broken bones and a new barn!"

"Told you | soldiered with Shin"a'in, didn't 1? No fear 1'd try that. Take
your ease inside; 'tis poor enough, and | beg you forgive the state it's in,
but -"

"Landric, no man can be two things at once. Better the house should suffer a
little than your fields and stock. Clean plates won't feed your younglings,"
Kethry told him follow ng the ol dest girl inside.

There was a nmusty snell inside, as of a house left too | ong unaired. Piles of
clean clothing were on the benches on either side of the table, the table
itself was piled high with dirty crockery. There was dust everywhere, and toys
strewn the length and breadth of the room The fire had been allowed to go
out- probably so that the two-year-old sitting on one corner of the hearth
wouldn't fall into it in his father's absence. The fireplace hadn't been

cl eaned for sonme tinme. The kitchen snelled of burned porridge and onions.

"Warrior's Bl ade-what a mess!" Tarma excl ai med under her breath as they
stepped into the chaotic kitchen-cum conmon room

"It's several nmonths' accunul ation,” her partner rem nded her, "and severa
months of fairly inexpert attenpts to keep up with the chores. Guests or no,
I"mnot going to let things stay in this state." She began pinning up the

sl eeves of her buff-colored traveling robe and headed toward the nearest pile
of clutter.

"My thoughts entirely," the swordswonman replied, beginning to divest herself



of her arns.

Landric and his son returned fromstabling the mares to a wel cone but

conpl etely unexpected scene. H's guests had conpletely restored order to the
house; there was a huge kettle of soup on the once-cold hearth, and the
sorceress was naking short work of what was left of the dirty dishes. Every
pot and pan in the kitchen had al ready been washed and his ol dest girl was
carefully drying and stacking them The next ol dest was just in the |last steps
of sweeping the place out, using a broomthat one of the two had cut down to a
size she could manage. Hs four-year-old son was trotting solemly back and
forth, putting things away under the careful direction of-the swordswonman?

Sure enough, it was the hawk-faced swordswoman who was directing the
activities of all of the children. She was sonmehow managi ng to sinmultaneously
change the baby's dirty napkin, tickling himso that he was too helpless with
giggles to fight her as he usually did; directing the four-year-old in his
task; and adnoni shing the six-year-old when she mssed a spot in her sweeping.
And | ooking very much as if she were enjoying the whole process to the hilt.

Landric stood in the door with his nouth hangi ng open in surprise.

"I hope you two washed after you finished with the horses,” Kethry called from
her tub of soapsuds. "li not, wait until |I'mthrough here, and you can use the
wash water before you throw it out."” She rinsed the |ast of the dishes and
stood pointedly beside the tub of water, waiting for Landric to use it or
carry it out.

"Thi s was-not necessary," he managed to say as he hefted the tub to carry
out side. "You are guests-"

"Ch, cone now, did you really expect two wonmen to | eave things in the state
they were?" Kethry giggled, holding the door open for him "Besides, this
isn'"t the sort of thing we normally have to do. It's rather a relief to be up
to the elbows in hot water instead of trouble. And Tarma adores children; she
can get themto do anything for her. You said you know Swordsworn; you know
that they're celibate, then. She doesn't often get a chance to fuss over
babes. But what 1'd like to know is why you haven't hired a woman or gotten
some nei ghbor to help you?"

"There are no wonmen to hire, thanks to the nonster,"” he replied heavily.
"Those that didn't provide neals for it ran off to the town, thinking they'd
be safer there. 1'"'mat the farthest edge of Lord Havim s | ands, and mny nearest
nei ghbors aren't willing to cross the di stance between us when the nonster is
known to have taken ny wife within sight of the house. | can't say that I

bl ane them | take the eldest with me, now, and | have the rest of the
children barricade thenselves in the house until we come hone. The Gods of the
Wheel know |'d be overjoyed to find sone steady woman willing to watch t hem
and keep the place tidy for bed, board, and a bit of silver, but there isn't
anyone to be hired at any price."

"Now it's ny turn to beg your pardon," Kethry said apol ogetically.

"No offense neant, none taken," an alnost-snile stretched his lips. "How could
| take offense after this?"

That night Tarnma regaled all the children with tales until they'd fallen

asl eep, while Kethry kept her hands busy with nmending. Landric had kept

gl ancing over at Tarma with bermusenent; to see the harsh-visaged
battle-scarred Shin"a'in warrior snothered in children and enjoying every
monent of it was plainly a sight he had never expected to witness. And Warrl



put the cap on his amazenent by letting the baby tunble over him pull his
fur, tail, and ears, and finally fall asleep using the beast as a mattress.

When the children were all safely in bed, Kethry cleared her throat in a way
i ntended to suggest she had somet hing touchy she wanted to ask their host.

He took the hint, and the sleepiness left his eyes. "Aye, mage-I|ady?"
"Wul d you object to ny working a bit of magic

here? | knowit's not precisely in the tenets of the Path to use the
ar cane- but - "

"I"'ma bit nore pragmatic than sone of ny fellows-nay |lady, |'ve no objection
to a bit of mag-icing. Wat did you have in m nd?"

"Two things, really. 1'd like to scry out this nonster of yours and see what
we're going to be up against-"

"Lady," he interrupted, "I-would advise agai nst going at that thing. Let the
hired heroes deal with it."

"Wiile it takes nore wonen and children?" She shook her head. "I can't do
that, Landric-if it weren't against ny conscience, |'m geas-bound. Anyway, the
other thing I'd like to do is leave you a little help with the
children-sonmething like a cross between Warrl and a sheepdog, if you' ve no
objection. It won't be as bright, or as large and strong, but it will be able
to keep an eye on the little ones, herd themout of mischief, and go for help
if need be."

"How coul d | object? The gods know | need sonething like that. You shoul dn't
feel obligated, though-"

"Bal ance the Weel your way, and I'Il balance it in mne, all right?" The
twinkle in Kethry's eyes took any sting there m ght have been out of her
wor ds.

He bowed his head a little. "Your will, then, nage-lady. If you' ve no need of
me, I'mfor bed."”

"No need, Landric, and thank you."

When he'd left, Kethry went to the stack of clean dishes and selected a dark
nearly bl ack pottery bow .

"Water scrying?" Tarma asked, settling herself on one side of the table.

"Mh-hm" Kethry replied absently, filling it very carefully with clear, cold
water, then bringing it to

the tabl e and dusting a fine powder of salt and herbs froma pouch at her belt
over the surface. "For both of us-you may see what |1'd mss."

She hel d her hands just above the water's surface and chanted softly, her eyes
closed in concentration. After a few nonents, a mistlike glow encircled her
hands. It brightened and took on a faint bluish cast- then fl owed down over
her hands onto the water, hovering over it without quite touching it. Wen it
had settled, Kethry took her hands away, and both of them peered into the
bow .



It was rather like looking at a reflection; they had to be careful about
nmovi ng or breathing, for the picture was distorted or |ost whenever the
surface of the water was disturbed.

"Ugly rotter,"” was Tarma's first comment, as the beast cane dear. "Were and
when?"

"I"mpast-scrying; all the encounters with the woul d-be heroes thus far."
"Hrm Not having rmuch luck, is he?"

That was an understatenent, as the nonster was maki ng short work of a
nm ddl e- aged man- at - ar ns.

"It looks like they feed it once a week," Kethry said, though how she was abl e
to keep track of tine passage in the bow was beyond Tarma. "OCh, this is a
mage-l et's see how he fares."

"Huh-no better than a try with a sword."

Magi cs just bounced oft its hide; the nmage ended up traveling the same road as
the fighters.

"It's a good bet if s a magic creature,” Kethry concluded. "Any mage worth his
robe would arnor his own toys agai nst nagic."

After watching all the trials-and failures-they both sat silently.
"Let's think on this a while-we've got enough information for now "
"Agreed. Want to build Landric's little shepherd?"

"That | could do in ny sleep. Let's see-first | need a vehicle-"

Warrl got to his feet, and padded over to Tarma. :Let me hunt,: he said in her
m nd.

"Warrl just volunteered to find your 'vehicle.'
"Bl ess you, Furface! | take it there's sonething wthin range?"
"He says 'maybe not as big as you were hoping, but smarter.'"
"I prefer brains over brawn for this task-"

Warrl whi sked out the door, and was back before a half hour was up, herding an
odd little beast before himthat | ooked |ike a conbination of fox and cat,
w th humanl i ke hands.

"Bright Lady-that |ooks |like a Pelagir Hls changeling!"

"Warrl says it came fromthe sane place as the nonster-when that got |oose,
apparently a lot of other creatures did, too."

"Al'l the better for ny purposes-" Kethry coaxed the creature into her lap, and
ran softly gl owi ng hands over it while she frowned a little in concentration
"Wonderful!'" she sighed in relief, "It's Bright-path intended; and nobody's
purposed it yet. It's like a blank page waiting to be witten on-1 can't
believe ny luck!" The gl ow on her hands changed to a warm gol d, settled over
the creature's head and throat, and sank into it as if absorbed. It sighed and



abruptly fell asleep

"There-" she said, rising and placing it beside the hearth. "Wen it wakes,
all its nurturing instincts will be inprinted for Landric's children; as
bright as it is, he'll be able to | eave themeven with a fire burning on the
hearth wi t hout them being in danger."

She stood, and swayed w th exhaustion.

"That's nmore than enough for one night!" Tarma excl ai ned, steadying her and
wal ki ng her over to the pallets Landric had supplied. "It's definitely tine
you got a little rest! Greeneyes, | swear if | wasn't around, you'd wear
yourself into a waith."

"Not a waith-" Kethry yawned, but before she could finish her thought, she
was asl eep.

They left the next morning with the entreaties of the four youngest children
still in their ears. Despite the distraction of the new "pet" they stil
wanted the two wonmen to stay. None of the six had wanted Tarma, in particular
to | eave

"I"d've liked to stay,"
saddl e to wave farewell

Tarma said, a bit wistfully, as she turned in her

"So would I-at least for a bit," Kethry sighed. "Need's not giving nme any

choi ce t hough-she's nagging ne half to death. Al last night | could feel her
pulling on me; a few nore days of that and 1'll start chewing furniture.
Besides, | had the distinct inpression that Landric was eying ne with the

faint notion of propositioning ne this norning."

"You shoul d have taken himup on it, G eeneyes," Tarma chuckled. "You could do

wor se. "

"Thank you, but no thank you. He's a nice enough man-and I'd kill himinside
of a week. He has very firmnotions about what a wife's place is, and | don't
fit any of them And he wouldn't be any too pleased about your bringing up his
of fspring as Shin'a'in either! You just want nme married off so you can start
rai sing a new clan!"

"Can't blame me for trying," Tarma shrugged, wearing a wy grin. The | oss of
her old clan was far enough in the past now that it was possible for Kethry to
tease her about wanting to start a new one. "You did prom se the council that
t hat was what you'd do."

"And I will-but in nmy own good time, and with the man of nmy choice, one who'l
be a friend and partner, not hope to rule ne. That's all very well for sone
worren, but not for ne. Furthernore, any husband of m ne would have to be

pl eased with the idea that my oathsister will be training our children as
Shin"a'in. | didn't pronise the Council, she'enedra," she rode cl ose enough to
catch Tarma's near hand and squeeze it. "l promi sed you."

Tarma' s expression softened, as it had when she'd been with the children. "I
know it, dearling," she replied, eyes msting atrifle, "And you know t hat |
never woul d have asked you for that-never. Ah, let's get noving; |'magetting
maudl i n. "

Ket hry rel eased her hand with a snmle, and they picked up their pace.

They entered the town, which huddled at the foot of the lord s keep like a



collection of stellat shoots at the foot of the mother tree. The ever-present
dust covered the entire town, hanging in a brown cloud over it. Varrl they
left outside, not wanting to chance the stir he'd cause if they brought himin
with them He would sneak in after dark, and take up residence with their
horses in the stable, or with them if they got a roomon the ground fl oor
with a window. Taking directions fromthe gate-guard, they found an inn. It
was plain, but clean enough to satisfy both of them and didn't snell too
strongly of bacon and stal e beer.

"When's feeding tinme for the nonster?" Tarnma asked the innkeeper
"Today-if ye get yerselves t' the main gate, ye'll see the procession-"

The procession had the feeling of a macabre carnival. It was headed by the
daughter of Lord Havirn, nmounted on a white pony, her hands shackled by a thin
gold chain. Her face bore a mngling of petulance at having to undergo the
cerenony, and peevish pride at being the center of attention. Her white
garnments and hair all braided with flowers and pearls showed the careful
attentions of at |least two servants. Those mai dservants wal ked besi de her
strewi ng herbs; behind them cane a procession of priests with censors. The air
was full of incense snmoke battling with the ubiquitous dust.

"What's all that about?" Kethry asked a sunburned farmwman, nodding at the
pony and its sullen rider

"Show, nothing but show MIlord likes to pretend it's his daughter up for
sacrifice-but there is the real nonster fodder," she pointed toward a sturdy
farmcart, that contained a heavily-bound, scurvy-Iooking man, whose eyes
drooped in spite of his fate. "They' ve drugged 'im poor sot, so's the nonster
knows it'll get an easy neal. They'll take milady up the hill, with a |lot of
weepin' and wailin', and they' Il give each of the heroes a little gold key
that unl ocks her chain. But it's the thief they'll be tying to the stake, not
her. Reckonn you that if sonme one of the heroes ever does slay the beast, that
the tales will be sayin' he saved her fromthe stake shackles, 'stead of that
poor bastard?"

"Probably."

"Pity they haven't tried to feed her to the beast- it'd probably die of
i ndi gestion, she's that spoiled."

They wat ched the procession pass with a jaundiced eye, then retired to their
i nn.

"I think, all things considered," Tarma said after sonme thought, as they sat
together at a small table in the confort and quiet of their roomat the inn
"That the best tinme to get at the thing is at the weekly feeding. But after
it's eaten, not before.”

"Lady knows |'d hate being part of that disgusting parade, but you're right.

And while it's in the open- well, magics may bounce off its hide, but there
are still things | could do to the area around it. Qpen up a pit under it,
maybe. "

"We'd have to-" Tarma was interrupted by wild cheering. Wen peering out of
t hei r wi ndow brought no enlightennent, they descended to the street.

The streets were full of wildly rejoicing people, who caught up the two
strangers, pressing food and drink on them There was too much noise for them
to ask questions, much | ess hear the answers.



An increase in the cheers signaled the arrival of the possible answer-and by
craning their necks, the two saw the clue to the puzzle ride by, carried on
t he shoul ders of six nmerchants. It was one of the woul d-be heroes they'd seen
going out with the procession; he was bl ood-covered, battered, and bruised,
but on the whole, in very good shape. Behind himcanme the cart that had held
the thief-nowit held the head of sonething that nust have been remarkably
ugly and exceedingly large in life. The head just barely fit into the cart.

The crowd carried himto the sanme inn where the two wonen were staying, and
deposited himinside. Tarma seized Kethry's el bow and gestured toward the
st abl eyard; she nodded, and they wiggled their way through the nob to the
deserted court.

"Well! Tal k about a wasted trip!" Tarma wasn't sure whether to be relieved or
annoyed.

"I hate to admit it-" Kethry was dearly chagri ned.
"So Need's stopped naggi ng you?"
Ket hry nodded.

"Figures. Look at it this way-what good would Lord Havirn's daughter or his
| ands have done us?"

"W coul d have used the lands, | guess-" Tar-ma's snort cut Kethry's words
off. "Ah, | suppose it's just as well. I'"'mnot all that unhappy about not
having to face that beast down. W've paid for the room we might as well stay
the night."

"The carnival they're building up ought to be worth the stay. Good thing Warrl
can take care of hinself-I doubt he'll be able to sneak past that nob."

The "carnival" was well worth staying for. Lord Havirn broached his own cellar
and kitchens, and if wine wasn't flowing in the fountains, it was because the
general popul ace was too busy pouring it down their collective throats.
Nei t her of the wonmen were entirely sober when they nade their way up to their
beds.

A few scant minutes after reaching their room however, Kethry was sober
agai n.

The | ook of shock and surprise on her partner's face quickly sobered Tarma as
wel | . "Wat's w ong?"

"I't's Need-she's pulling again."

"Ch, bloody hell!" Tarma groaned and pull ed her |eather tunic back over her
head. "Good thing we hadn't put the candl e out. How far?"

"Close. It's not anywhere near as strong as the original pull either. | think
it's just one person this tinme-"

Ket hry opened the door to their room and stared in amazenent at the
di shevel ed girl huddled in the hall just outside.

The girl was shivering; had obviously been weeping. Her clothing was torn and
seened to have been thrown on. Both of themrecogni zed her as the inn's
chanmber mai d. She | ooked up at themwi th entreaty and burst into a torrent of



tears.
"Ch, bloody hell!" Tarma repeated.

When they finally got the girl cal med down enough to speak, what she told them
had them both i ncensed. The great "hero" was not to be deni ed anything, by
Lord Havirn's orders-except, of course, the lord' s daughter. That nust wait
until they were properly wedded. That he need not | anguish out of want,
however, the innkeeper had been ordered to supply himw th a woman, should he
want one.

Natural ly, he wanted one. Unfortunately, the |ady who usually catered to that
sort of need was "inconveni enced" with her noon-days. So rather than pay the
fee of an outside professional, the innkeeper had sent up the chanbermaid,
Fal | an-wi t hout bothering to tell her why she was being sent.

"-"ma good girl, mlady. | didna understand "imat first; thought 'e wanted
anot her bath or sonesuch. But 'e grabbed nme 'fore | knew what 'e was about.
An' 'e tore me clothes, themas took ne a nonth's wages. An 'e-'e-" another
spate of tears ensued. " 'E was nortal cruel, mlady. 'E-when | didna pl ease

'im 'e beat me. An' when 'e was done, 'e threw nme clothes at nme, an' 'e
yelled for ne master, an' tol' '"iml|l was no bl oody good, an' what did 'e think
‘e was about, anyway givin' 'imgoods that was neither ripe nor green? Then ne
master, 'e-'e- turned nme off! Tol' me t' make nmesel f vanish, or 'e'd beat ne
"insel f1"

"He did what?" Tarma was having trouble following the girl, what with her
thick accent and Tarma's own rising anger

"He di scharged her. The bastard sent her up to be raped, then has the bl oody
almghty gall to throw her out afterward!" Kethry was hol ding onto her own
tenmper by the thinnest of threads.

Ve got nowhere to go, no references-what 'ml| going to do?" the girl npaned,

huggi ng her knees to her chest, still plainly dazed.
"She' enedra, get the brandy. 1'll put her in ny bed, you and | can sleep
double," Kethry said in an undertone. "Child, worry about it in the norning.

Here-drink this."

"I can't go back 'ome-they 'aven't got the neans to feed the childer still too
little to | ook for work," she continued in a nonotone. "I bain't virgin for
two years now, but | been as good as | could be. | bain't no lightskirt. Al |
ever wanted was t' put by enough for a dower-maybe find sone carter, sone
manservant willin' t' overlook things; have a few chil der of

me own." She was obviously not used to hard liquor; the brandy took hold of
her very quickly. She munbled on for a bit longer, then collapsed in Kethry's
bed and fell asleep

"I"d like to skewer this damed innkeeper," Tarma grow ed.

Ket hry, who'd been checking the girl for hurts, |ooked up with a gl ower

mat ching Tarma's. "That nakes two of us. Just because the girl's no virgin is
no excuse for what he did-and then to turn her out afterward-" Tarnma coul d see
her hands were trenbling with controlled rage. "Come | ook at this."

"Ungentl e" was a distinct understatenent for the way the girl had been naul ed
about. She was bruised fromknee to neck, ugly, purple things. Kethry took
Need from beneath the bed and placed it beside her, then covered her with the



bl anket s agai n.

"Well, that will take care of the physical problenms-but what about the
brui sing of her spirit?"

"I don't have any answers for you," Kethry sighed, rage slowy cooling. "But,
you know, fromthe way she talked, it isn't the rape that bothers her so nuch
as the fact that she's been turned out. What we really need to do is find her
somewhere to go."

"Bl oody hell. And us knowi ng not a soul here. Well-let's worry about it in the
nor ni ng. "

In the norning, it seened that their erstwhile charge was determined to take
care of the problemby attaching herself to them

They woke to find her busily cleaning both their swords-though what she'd nmade
of finding Need besi de her when she woke was anyone's guess. Tar-ma's arnor

| ay neatly stacked, having already been put in good order, and their clothes
had been brushed and laid ready. The girl had both pairs of boots beside her
evidently prepared to clean them when she finished with the swords.

"What's all this about?" Tarma demanded, only half awake.

The girl junped-her lip quivered as she replied, |looking ready to burst into
tears again. "Please, nmlady-1 want to go with ye when y' |eave. Ye haven't a
servant, | know. See? | c¢'n take good care of ye both. An' | can cook, too-an'
wash an' nend. | don' eat nuch, an' | don' need nuch. Pl ease?"

"I was afraid this would happen,” Kethry murmured. "Look, Fallan, we really
can't take you with us-we don't need a servant-" She stopped as the girl burst
into tears again, and sighed with resignation. "-oh, Bright Lady. "All right,

we'll take you with us. But it won't be forever, just until we can find you a
new pl ace. "
" "Just until we can find you a new place.' She'ene-dra, | ambeginning to

think that this time that sword of yours has driven us too far. Three days on
the road, and it's already beginning to seemlike three years."

Fal l an had not adjusted well to the transition from chanbernmaid to wanderer
It wasn't that she hadn't tried-but to her, citybred as she was, the

wi | derness was a pl ace beset by unknown perils at every turn. Every snake,
every insect was poi sonous; she stayed up, kept awake by terror, for half of
every night, listening to the sounds beyond their fire. Warrl and the mares
terrified her.

They'd had to rescue her tw ce-once fromthe river she'd fallen into, once
fromthe branble thicket she'd run into, thinking she heard a bear behind her
For Fallan, every strange crackle of brush neant a bear; one wth

Fal | an-cutlets on his m nd.

At the same tinme, she was stubbornly refusing to give up. Not once did she ask
the two wormen to rel ease her from her self-inposed servitude. No natter how
frightened she becane, she never confessed her fear, nor did she rush to one
or the other of themfor protection. It was as if she was determ ned to
somehow prove-to herself, to them perhaps to both-that she was capabl e of
faci ng what ever they coul d.

"What that girl needs is a husband,"” Kethry replied wearily. "G ve her things
to do inside four walls, things she knows, and she's fine, but take her out



here, and she's hopeless. If it weren't for the fact that the nearest town is
days away, |'d even consider trying to get her another job at an inn."

"And | eave her open to the same thing that happened before? Face it, that's
exactly what woul d happen. Poor Fallan is just not the type to sell her favors
by choi ce, and not ugly enough to be left alone. Bless her heart, she's too
obedi ent and honest for her own good-and, unfortunately, not very bright. No
solution, Geeneyes. Too bad nost fanners around here don't need or can't

af ford woman servants, or-" she stopped with an idea suddenly occurring to
her. Kethry had the sane idea.

"Landric?"
"The very sane. He seens kind enough-"

"No fear of that. He's Weel -bound. When he took that tattoo, he took with it
a vow to balance the evil he'd done previously with good. That's why he becane
a farmer, | suspect, to bal ance the death he'd

sown as a soldier with life. Did his children look ill-treated?"

"Contraryw se. Healthiest, happiest bunch |I've seen outside of a O an
gat hering. The only trouble-"

"-is, does she know how to deal with younglings? Let's head for Landric's
pl ace. You can talk to her on the way, and we'll see how she handl es t hem when
we get there.”

Two days of backtracking saw themon the road within a few furl ongs of
Landric's farm Landric's el dest spotted themas he had before and ran to tel
his father. Landric met themon the road just where it turned up the path to
his farnstead, his face weathed in smles.

"I had not thought to see you again, when the news came that the nonster had
been slain,"” he told Tarma warnly.

"Then you al so know that we arrived just a bit too late to do the slaying
our sel ves. "

"I'f I were to tell the truth, I'mjust as grateful for your sake. The hero had
a cadre of six hirelings, and all six of themdied giving himthe chance he
needed. | woul d have been saddened had their fate been yours. Oh-that little

pet you left for the children has been beyond price."

"I'f we'd gone down that thing's gullet, you wouldn't have been half as

saddened as I!" Tarma chuckl ed. Qut of the corner of her eye, she saw Kethry,
Fal l an, and the children entering the house. "Listen, you're in the position
to do us a favor, Landric. | hate to inpose upon you, but-well, we've got
another 'pet' to find a hone for." Quickly and concisely she laid out Fallan's
pathetic story. "-so we were hoping you' d know sonmeone willing to take her in.
She's a good worker, | can tell you that; it's just that she's just not suited
for the trail. And to tell you the truth, she's not very flexible. | think we
shock her."

He smiled slowy. "I amnot quite that stupid, Sworn One. You hope that J will
take her in, don't you?"

"Ch, well, I'Il admit the thought did cross ny nind," Tarma sniled crookedly.

"It is a possibility. It would neatly bal ance sonme wongs | committed in ny



sol di eri ng days . H s eyes grew thoughtful. "I'Il tell you-let's see how
she does with the younglings. Then I'Il make my decision.”

By the look in Landric's eyes when they crossed the threshold, Tarma knew he'd
made up his mind. It wasn't just that Fallan had duplicated their feats of
setting the place to rights, (although it wasn't near the task they'd had) nor
was it the savory stew odor conming fromthe kettle on the hearth, nor the
sight of five of the six children lined up with full bows on their knees,
neatly stowi ng their dinner away. No, what nmade up Landric's mnd was the
sight of Fallan, the youngest on her lap, cuddling himand drying his tears
over the skinned knee he'd just acquired, and she | ooking as blissful as if
she' d reached heaven

They stayed a week, and only left because they'd agreed to act as caravan
guards before all this began and would be late if they stayed | onger

Fal | an had been in her element fromthe nonent they'd entered the door. And
with every passing day, it |ooked as though Landric was thinking of her |ess
as a hireling and nore in the light of something el se.

"Are you thinking what |'mthinking?" Tarma asked her partner as soon as they
were out of earshot.

"That he'll be wedding her before too |ong? Probably. There's mnutual respect
and liking there, and Fallan I oves the children. She even likes the little
beastie! It's not a life that woul d appeal to nme or you-but it |ooks like
exactly what she wants. There've been worse things to base a marriage on."

"Li ke the lord' s daughter and her 'hero'?" Tanna grinmaced. "I don't know
whether to feel sorrier for himor her or both. Fromthe little | saw and
heard, she's no prize, and mlord is likely to have made an arrangenent that
keeps the pursestrings in his hands and out of her husband's."

"Which is hardly what he'd counted on when he went to slay the nonster. On the
ot her hand, we have reason to know the nan is an insensitive brute. They
deserve each other," Kethry replied thoughtfully.

"As Landric and Fallan do. There's your real heroes-the people who keep

copi ng, keep trying, no matter how many bl ows Fate takes at them No-body'l
make a song about them but they're heroes all the sane," Tarnma said soberly,
then grinned. "Now, if we're going to get our deserts, we'll have to earn 'em
Let's ride, she' enedra-before that damed sword of yours finds sonething el se
it wants us to do!"

FRI ENDLY FI RE

Ever have one of those days?

Sonetimes you can get into nore trouble just because of Mirphy's Law than for
any other reason. The problemw th heroic fantasy is that very few of the
heroes seemto be affected by Murphy's Law

But very few heroic fantasy heroes are |ike Tarma and Kethry.

Tarma shena Tal e' sedrin, Swordsworn Shin'a'in, was up to her earlobes in a
different kind of battle than she usually fought.

A battle with current finances.

Where does it all go? | could swear we just got paid...



Huh. Down the throats of the mares, us, and that eating-machine that calls
itself a kyree, that's where.

She and her partner, the White Wnds sorceress Kethry, had taken to the

mar ket pl ace armed wi th sl ender pouches of copper coins; no silver there. Wth
luck, they would be able to stretch those pouches of coin enough to cover
provisions for the two humans, the two Shin'a'in battlemares, and Warrl, the
wol f1i ke kyree. Those provisions had to |l ast for at |east three weeks, the
time it would take themto get to their next job.

There was a certain anount of self-provisioning they could do. Warrl could
hunt sone for hinmself, and so could Tarma and Kethry if they were careful

Warrl was quite intelligent enough to confine his hunting to nondonestic
beasts, and there were always rabbits living in hedgerows that could be
snared. But this was farmcountry, and there was very little for the warhorses
to forage on along the roadside-and if those rabbits proved el usive, any fresh
nmeat woul d have to go first to Warrl

It was at times like this that Tanna wi shed her partner had been a little |ess
generous to her ex-"hus-band"-or rather, to his other victims. A spot of
judicious blackmail or a decision to claimsone of the bastard's bl ood-money
for herself would have left themw th a nice cushion to get them over |ean
spots like this one. Granted, once they arrived at Kata'shin'a'in, they should
have no trouble picking up a caravan job-and with luck, it mght be a very
lucrative one. Their friends, Dean and Justin, had prom sed to put in a good
word for themw th the gem nerchants whose caravans they habitual ly guarded,
and a good word fromthem woul d mean a great deal. They did so well over the
course of a year that they never had to scranble for work during the | ean
season; they were able to find a friendly inn and take a rest over the w nter
if they chose.

But first, she and Kethry had to get to Kata'shin"a'in, and the start of the
caravan routes.

And to get to Kata' shin'a'in, they needed provisions.

They were so short on noney that they were not even staying in an inn; despite
the bitter, early spring weather, despite the very real threat of sleet and
foul weather, they were canped outside the city walls.

Their tent cost nothing, and the walls were overgrown with weeds-dried now,
but sufficient fodder for a couple of days, so long as Tarma suppl enent ed
their gleanings with a grain ration

Tarma woul d be bargaining for the horses' grain; Kethry, with the remainder of
their slimresources, was to buy the humans' rations, and Warrl's. The kyree
hi nsel f remai ned at the canp-between the presence of Warrl and the warsteeds,
the canp was safer than if there had been two arnmed guards there. In a way,
Tanna pitied anyone who was stupid enough to try to rob it.

There were at | east a dozen folk in the market selling grain and hay, and
Tarma intended to check themall before making a purchase. She nade her way
down the stone-paved street of the beast-market, with the cobbles wet and

sl i ppery under her boots, and the calls, squalls, and bell ows of everything
from huge oxen to cages full of pigeons on all sides. The stalls for the
feed-sellers thenmsel ves were sinple canvas awnings fronting stables, corrals
and war ehouses, none of which had anything to do with what was being sold
under the awnings. There was a scattering of grain on the cobbles, and a great
deal of straw underfoot. The air was danp, chilly, and smelled strongly of too



many ani mal s crowded too cl osely together

El even of the twelve were unrenarkable; farnmers, and all within a hair of each
other so far as price went. Tarna was not in a position to buy so nuch that
any of themwere likely to make a special price for her. The twelfth, however

The twel fth was some kind of priest, or so it seened. He wore sone kind of
rough brown cassock with an unbl eached linen surcoat and a rope belt; with him
were two young nmen in simlar robes, but no surcoat.

Tarma had al ways gotten along fairly well with other clergy, and these folk

| ooked friendly, but harried. The elder of the trio had a frown of worry, and
the two younger | ooked rather harassed. She watched them as she made desultory
attenpts to bargain with the last of the farners, a stolid, square fellow, and
began to feel sorry for them It seemed that if it wasn't for ill-luck, the
three cl ergymen woul d have no luck. Their straw bales would not stay stacked,
toppling any time anyone brushed agai nst them The canvas roof of their stal
drooped, threatening to fall at any noment. One of their carthorses had gone

| ane and wore a poultice on its off-hind foot, and the canvas they had used to
cover the hay on the way in had | eaked, spoiling half the hay, which had burst
its bales and now covered the street and the floor of their stall

Anot her custoner, nore eager to buy than Tarma, engaged the farnmer's
attention. She nade no attenpt to regain it; instead, she drifted over to the
saggi ng stall of the clerics.

"Greetings," she said, carefully, for although she got along well wth other
clergy, sonetimes the reverse was not true. This time, however, the chiefest
of the clerics greeted her with sonething Iike harried enthusiasm

"And to you, Shin'a'in," he replied in the conmon Trade-tongue. "I hope your
fortune this day has been better than ours.™

"I cannot see how it could have been worse," she replied, just as the sagging
canvas gave way, and the chief cleric dodged out of the way. The two
assistants scranbled to prop it back up again, one of themswearing with a
nost unpriestly set of oaths and tone to his voice. H's superior gave hima
reproachful |ook,' and the offender flushed with enbarrassment, bending quickly
to his work. The elder cleric sinply sighed.

Tarma shook her head. 'It's hard for the young to adjust," she offered.

"Especially under provocation."

The priest only snmiled, wearily. Very wearily. "W have been experiencing
somewhat extreme provocation lately."

As the canvas gave way a second time, this time swatting the poor young men in
the side of the head, Tarma bit her lip, torn between synpathy and | aughter
"So | see," she replied tactfully. "Ah-have you any grain?"

Ket hry sighed, and told herself to be patient; Tarma never shirked, and if she
was |late, there was a reason for it. The I ot of partnership was to pick up
when your partner wasn't there to deal with her share. Tarma had done that in
the past for Kethry, and while the sorceress was nuscle-sore, hot, and tired,
she kept her temper carefully reined in. She sinply did the work, and when
Tarma finally put in her appearance, the Shin'a' in |ooked as if she had been

t hrough just as nmuch as Kethry. Beads of sweat ran down her tenples, bits of
hai r had escaped from her neat braids and straggled into her eyes. Her

shoul ders sagged under bags of grain, and she was breathing heavily. "How did



you do?" Kethry asked her partner. "I hope your booty was worth the wait."

She had al ready packed up the tent and both sets of gear; the horses were
saddl ed and bridl ed and standi ng ready. Even Warrl was paci ng back and forth
under the walls, inpatient, ready to go. They had planned to get their

provi sions quickly and be on their way before noon; it was nearly that now,
and Kethry could not inmagi ne what had kept Tarma for so |ong.

"Yes and no," Tarma replied, frowming a little. "I got the grain at a pretty
good price, but-Keth, | swear there's a plague of bad |luck going around this
town! I'd no sooner gotten the grain and ny change, than sonme dam foo

upended a cartl oad of stable |eavings across ny path. And fromthere, things
got worse. Everywhere | went, it seened |like there was sonething bl ocking the

street. | got involved in street brawls, | got tranpled by a runaway
carthorse-1 wound up going halfway to the other side of town before | could
get back to the gate. | caught the bags before they were about to split and

managed to save nost of the grain, but that nmeant | had to get new bags.
can't wait to get out of here.”

"Well, that nakes two of us,"” Kethry replied, with an eye to the gathering
clouds. "Wth any luck, we can beat this storm"

Tarma stowed the grain bags carefully in their packs. Too carefully, it seened
to Kethry, as if she didn't quite trust the sacks to hold. That seenmed odd

but maybe Tarnma had gotten spooked by all the misfortune in town. She was
ready to be out of there; the sooner they got to Kata'shin'a'in, the better

But it seemed that the plague of bad luck that had struck the town had deci ded
to follow them Already they were half a day late on their schedul e; and when
they were too far down the road to turn back, the sky opened up, even though
it looked as if it was about to clear

There was no warning at all; one nonment the road was dry, the sun peeked
t hrough the cl ouds-the next, a cold, sleet-laden downpour soaked themto the
ski n.

There was nowhere to go, no place to shelter fromthe torrent. There was

not hing on either side of the road but fields; fields of cattle that had

wi sely huddl ed together, fields of sheep who also huddled in a woolly nound,
or enpty fields awaiting the farmer's plow. No trees, just hedgerows; no
houses, no sheds, not even a single haystack that they might burrowinto to
escape the rain.

So they rode onward under the |owering sky, onward into the gathering dark

Kethry was chilled to the bone in the first can-dl emark, so cold that she
couldn't even shiver. She sinply bent her head to the rain, which penetrated
her clothing and plastered it to her skin. The cape she wore, which had been
perfectly waterproof until that day, was not proof against this rain.

Warrl paced at the heel of Tarma's horse, head and tail down, fur plastered
agai nst his skin and | ooking just as nmiserable as Kethry felt. At |east she
was riding-poor Warrl splashed al ong the road, ankle-deep in nud.

And even as she thought that, Hellsbane slipped and slid in the nmud-and a
monent later, so did Ironheart. Kethry clung to the saddle, dropping the reins
to let Ironheart find her own footing; for a heart-stopping nonent, she

t hought that her nobunt was going to go over, falling on her-

Her heart cl enched, her throat cl osed, and her hands cl utched the saddl ebow.



I ronheart scranbled to get her feet under her again; went to her knees-

And rose. Kethry caught her breath again, as her heart fluttered and sl owed.
Then her heart dropped into her stomach, as the mare staggered and |inped.

She di snounted quickly and felt blindly for the mare's rear hock. Sure enough
her probing fingers encountered an ankle already hot and swelling. She | ooked
up fromunder a dripping curtain of hair to see Tarnma doing the sanme, and
shaki ng her head.

"Lame," her partner said flatly, when she caught Kethry's eye. "Yours?"
Ket hry could only nod glumy.

Just before nightfall, they finally found shelter of a sort. They took refuge
in a ruined barn, with just enough of its roof intact to give a place for al

of themto escape the rain. By then, Kethry had nore bad news. She was not
normally prey to female troubles, but the twisting of her guts and a deep ache
just behind her navel told her that this session of noon-days was going to be
one of the bad ones.

While Tarma struggled to light a fire, she rummged in the saddl ebags for
herbs to ease her cranps. And cane up with a sodden ness of paper packets. The
seamon the top of the bag had parted, letting water trickle in all during
their ride.

Behi nd her, she heard her partner sneeze.
Sneeze? Tarma? She never-

"Sheka," the Shin'a'in swore, her already harsh voice with a decidedly raspy
edge to it. Kethry whirled, alarned.

Atiny fire snoked and struggled to burn already wet wood, and the face Tarna
turned up to her partner was red-eyed and red-nosed. The Shin'a'in sneezed
agai n, convul sively, and sniffed moistly.

"Ch, hell," Kethry swore. "Onh, bloody hell."
Tarma nodded, and coughed.

There was nothing for it; wet and sodden as the herbs were, they were all she
and her partner had to take care of their ills and the sprained hocks of their
horses. She enptied out the saddl ebag, carefully; separated the packets of
herbs while Tanna tried to find them sonmething dry to change into and started
two pots of water boiling on the fire. Herbs for the poultices went right into
the wet bandage; for this, at least, it wouldn't natter that they were soaked.
As Tarma bandaged the warsteeds' sprains, she nade two sets of tea, blessing
her teachers for forcing her to | earn how to distinguish herbs by taste.

And, given that everything el se had been going wong, Kethry made very certain
that the netal pots were no closer to the flanmes than they had to be- and that
they were quite dissinilar.

Eventual |y, Tarma found an odd assortment of dry clothing, nost of which was
ill-suited to the chill of the air. Still, it was dry, and w th enough
clothing layered on, they night pass the rest of the night alittle warner, if
not in confort.

The tea, as night have been expected, was | ukewarm and weak, but it was better



t han not hing. And nmeanwhile, Tarma's sneezes and coughs grew nmore frequent,
and her guts tw sted.

They sipped their tea, nibbled the soaked remains of one packet of their
travel bread. Neither of themhad the heart to check further to see if the
rest of their rations had suffered fromthe |eak

"Cand you casd sone kind ob sbell?" Tarna asked mi serably. "Healig, or
somedi g?"

"Not while |'ve got-cranps,” Kethry replied, pausing for the pain to ease.
"Anything | do will backfire. I can't hold the concentration.”

"Ad | sbose Need wond do anydig, since id' s nod |life-threadenig?" Tarna
sneezed convul sively, and w ped her nose with a | eftover bandage-rag.
"That's right. | can't believe this," Kethry said, teeth clenched against a
spasm of her stomach. "It's |like everything that could go wong has gone
wong! It's |like we've been cursed-but who woul d have bot hered? And why?"
"Dam ib | doe, Greeneyes," Tarma said thickly. She turned out her purse on
t he bl anket they shared, and a few small copper pieces chinked together. "Ib
we ebber get to a town, is this going to be enough to ged nore herbs?"

Ket hry reached for the coins, and froze, her hand outstretched. There was
somet hing there that was not a coin.

"Where did this conme fron?" she asked, stirring the coins with her fingernail
and turning up sonmething that |ooked Iike a coin, but wasn't.

It was about the size of a copper-piece, but was bronze, not copper, and
i nscribed with odd synbols. Tarma | ooked at it, her expression puzzled.

"Don'd know," she replied. "Wd da change, maybe. Wad is id?"

Ket hry decided that there was nothing nore to | ose by picking the thing up,
and her jaw clenched. "You nmust have gotten this in with your change," she
said, angrily. "Fromthose priests. This is why we've been having all this bad
luck. Dammit! It's a cursed coin; has to want it-and | won't pass this thing
of f on someone innocent, | just won't."

eAdmirable,: Warrl said dryly. -.Stupid, but admrable.

Kethry turned on him "Don't you start!" she snarled. "If you want to do
somet hi ng useful, we should reach Ponjee tonorrow nmorning. Help nme find
someone who deserves this dammed thing, then help nme think of a way to nake

himtake it!"

Warrl recoiled, his ears flattened, and blinked at her vehemence. Tarma nmde a
choki ng sound.

It sounded |ike a suppressed |augh and Kethry rai sed an eyebrow. "Wat's so
funny?" she asked.

"You won'd like id," Tarma said, still chuckling between bl owi ng her nose and
coughi ng.

"If it's enough to make you | augh-"

"He said, 'Mages be glad I T> a neuder.""



Ket hry blinked slowy, then smled slowy. No point in getting angry-and
besi des, she had just thought of sonething useful.

"Well, Warrl," she said sweetly, "It just occurred to me that these things
have a range of about ten furlongs. And we need neat. Now obviously, anything
we do is doomed to failure-but you can go out there and catch us all sonething
out side that range. Can't you."

Warrl's ears drooped, and he sighed, but he obediently got up and padded out
into the wet and dark.

Tarma held her | aughter until he was out of range, then chuckled. "Revenge id
sweed, " she observed.

"And even a neuter should know better than to annoy a female with an aching
gut," Kethry agreed. "Nowlet's figure out how to subvert this stupid talisman
as nuch as we can. "

The rain stopped before dawn; Warrl brought back two rabbits and only dropped
themin the nud once. They had decided that the way to deal with the talisnman
was to make very certain that there were as few opportunities for sonmething to
go wong as possible. Which neant, nothing could be taken for granted.
Everyt hi ng nust be checked and doubl e-checked. They were to check each ot her
and rem nd each other of things that needed to be done, no matter how annoyi ng
it got.

And it got annoying very shortly, yet sonehow they both managed to keep their
tenmpers, nostly by reining themin.

The vill age of Ponjee was not terribly prepossessing. A huddle of mnud-and-daub
huts around a center square, straddling the road. No inn, but careful

i nquiries brought the nanme of soneone who sold herbs. Tarma kept the talisman
in her pouch and waited outside the village until Kethry was outside of the
damm thing's range; the mage bought the herbs they needed without incident,
and stowed themin the still-waterproof saddl ebag before Tarma brought the

t hi ng dose agai n.

As if their attenpt to get around its powers angered it, before they had a
chance to | eave the place, Kethry's blade Need "woke" with a vengeance.

| mredi ately she had a splitting headache-and as if to nake certain that there
was no m stake about a female in trouble, the sounds of shrieking and a wonman
bei ng beaten sounded fromthe | ast house in the village.

Ket hry had no choi ce; given the way the sword was reacting-and the pain it was
putting her through-she wouldn't even be able to get past that

hut without blacking out. If then. Need could be very persistent in seeing
that her bearer dealt with the troubles of those wonmen unable to help
t henmsel ves.

The door was open; right up until the nonment they reached it. Then it slamed
shut in Tarma's face, and Tarma hit it at a dead run, like a comic in a farce.
She bounced off it and | anded on her runp in the nmud of the street; Kethry,
several steps behind, prepared to hit it with her shoulder and ramit open-

But it opened again, just as she reached it, and she staggered across the
threshold and into a table laden with dirty pots and pans. The table
col | apsed, of course, and the pots and pans fell all around her



By then Tarnma was up and through the door. The man who had been-quite
dearly-beating his woman, stared at her in amazenment as she bl undered inside.

And slipped on the ness spilled fromthe dirty pots. And fell again.

Need had, by now, taken over Kethry; she couldn't stop herself. She was on her
feet, sword out-

Overreaction, of course, but that was the talisman's doing; it couldn't stop
the sword, so it was making whatever it did be the worst possible response to
the situation. And as Kethry realized that, she also realized that it had nmade
certain Need was entirely inflaned, so that it took her over conpletely.

The man was unarned and unarnored; it didn't matter. Need struck to kill.

At the last nmonent, Kethry nanaged to get enough control back to turn the flat
of the blade on the nman rather than the edge, and to hold back the blow a
little.

It hit himin the head |ike a club, and he went down w thout a sound. But,
t hank the gods, not dead.

The nonent her man went down the woman screaned with outrage

Ket hry couldn't quite nmake out what she was shrieking; the woman's dial ect was
so accented and so thick that she didn't get nore than one word in five. But

t he neani ng was cl ear enough- "How dare you bitches hit my man!" She grabbed
crockery and anything el se she could reach, hurling it and invective at the
two of them Tarma seized a pot lid to use as a shield; Kethry wasn't so

[ ucky.

That was when the rest of the village decided to get invol ved.

"Now | know how Leslac feels," Tarna said wearily.

"Lesl ac doesn't have two battlenmares and a kyree to hold off the enraged

popul ace while he nakes his escape,"” Kethry replied, blotting at a bruise on
her forehead. "She' enedra, we have got to get rid of that dammed thing. Either
that, or we'd better take up living in a cave for a while."

:Your troubles are not yet over,: Warrl cautioned them :There is a band of
robbers on the road ahead. If you wish to avoid them we will have to go back
to the | ast crossroads and detour three or four days out of our way.:

Tarma cursed in three | anguages-then stopped, as something occurred to her
"Ket h- how hel pl ess can you | ook?"

"Pretty dammed-" Understandi ng dawned on the sorceress' face, and she nodded.

"Right. Don't say anything. |I don't know how the curse works except that it
doesn't seemto read thoughts. Here-" she unburdened herself of everything
except Need and the noney pouch, and handed it all to Tarma. "Fur-ball, you

follow me on the other side of the hedgerow and call Tarma when the tine is
right."

Warrl nodded, and worrmed his way through a gap in the hedge to the field on
the other side. Kethry left her mare with Tarma and trudged on ahead, trying
to look as much like a victimas possible.

The road twi sted and turned here, and rose and fell as it went over gently



rolling hills. Shortly Tarma was out of sight. Kethry m ght have been worried-
except that she was feeling too cold, sore, and generally niserable to bother
with something as sinple as "worry." O course, given the way the talisman

wor ked, the robbers woul d appear at the worst-

Her foot hit a rock, and her ankle turned under her. She yel ped with pain-she
couldn't help it-and she hit the ground hard enough to add yet nore bruises to
her al ready consi derable collection

Her ankle screanmed at her. Wthout a doubt, she'd sprained it, but she felt it
gingerly to be sure.

It was already swelling. And she | ooked up to find herself the focus of five
pairs of anused and variously hostil e eyes.

"Tain't everyday a cony drops right inta the snare!" one of themsaid with a
nasty chuckle. "Wt a nice little bunny it is, too!"

The hal f-fornmed plan she had made was now i n pi eces; obviously she wasn't
going to be able to run- or even draw the sword. There was only one thing she
coul d do.

She snatched the purse off her belt and flung it at them

Two or three coins spun out of the open nouth; three of the nen scrabbl ed
after themand retrieved them shoving theminto the front of their shirts,
whi l e the man who had spoken snatched the purse out of the nud. Kethry heard a
war ni ng how and ducked, hiding her head in her arnmns.

Warrl vaulted over the hedge and over her; a breath later Tarma and the mares
charged up the road and | eaped over her as well

The bandits scattered, too taken by surprise to make any kind of a stand.
Tarma and Warrl pursued themjust |ong enough to nake certain that they
weren't going to cone back any too quickly.

By then, Kethry had |levered herself up out of the rmuddy road using Need as a
crutch, and stood there waiting for them

Tarma pull ed her mare up as Kethry's nmount cane cl ose enough for the sorceress
to pull herself into the saddle. Wich she did, with no m shap. Proof enough
that the curse was foll ow ng soneone el se now.

"That was the last of our noney," Tarma said, as Kethry ignored her throbbing
ankle in favor of putting as much di stance between them and the robbers as she
could. "We're going to be spending the rest of the trip sleeping in haystacks
and eating half-raw rabbit."

Ket hry noticed that her ankle hurt less with every noment-as did her bruises.
Need was making up for her m sbehavior earlier, it seened.

And Tarma's nose wasn't red any nore either

"Cetting the curse to stick on soneone el se depends on how rmuch you're willing
to sacrifice to get rid of it," Kethry pointed out. "I just threw away all our
nmoney. The curse is not going to come back. And-" she continued, "-have you

noticed that your cold is gone?"

Tarma blinked in surprise, and sniffed experinmentally.



"I think," the Shin'a'in said carefully, "that this is a wonderful time of the
year for canping out. And rabbit is excellent when rare.”

Ket hry |l aughed. And after a nmonent, Tarma joined her. The mares ignored them
conti nuing down the road at a brisk wal k-

Wth no signs of |ameness.

But behind them Kethry thought perhaps she heard, faintly, the sound of
someone cur si ng.

WNGS OF FI RE

Speaki ng of children, here's Kethry with some of her own, at last. If you' ve
read GCat hbreakers you know where she got Her Mn

Fecund little devil, isn't she?

Personally, | prefer having children with feathers. W have a nunber of them
cockat oos, macaws, and parrots, mnmpost of them about as |oud as your average
four-year-old, but the advantage is that you can keep themin a cage full of
toys without having Child Wl fare cone after you

The di sadvantage is that they can hang off your collar and try to see why your
beak (teeth) is on the inside of your mouth, destroy your jewelry, try to take
your keyboard apart, and surf in your hair.

Heat haze shi mered above the grass stens, and insects droned nonotonously,

hi dden down near the roots or swaying up near the new seed-heads. There was a
wi nd, a hot one, full of the scent of baking earth, drying grass, and the
river nearby. Kethry held a half-finished basket in her hands, |eaned back
agai nst a snooth, cool boulder in the shade of her tent, and drowsed. Jadrie
was playing with the other youngsters beside the river-Lyan and Laryn were
learning to ride, six-month-old Jadrek was with Tarma and Warrl, who were

wat chi ng hi m

and the other babies of Liha'irden, sensibly sleeping the afternoon heat away.
Al four of the children were safe, safer than at home, with all of Liha'irden
wat chi ng out for them

Kethry felt perfectly justified in stealing a little nap herself. The basket
could wait a bit |onger

Then a child's scream shattered the peace of the afternoon

" Mama! "

Kethry reacted to that cry of fear as quickly as any nother woul d-though nopst
nmot hers woul dn't have snatched up a sword and unsheathed it as they junped to

their feet-

Even so, she was a heartbeat behind Tarma, who was already running in the
direction of Jadrie's cry, toward the trees lining the river.

"Mama, hurryl" Jadrie cried again, and Kethry blessed the Shin'a'in custom of
putting wonen in breeches instead of skirts. She sprinted |like a chanpion
across the space that the herds had tranpled bare as they went to and fromthe
wat er si de twi ce a day.

As she fought through the screening of brush and cane out on the bank under



the willows, the first thing she saw was Jadrie, standing |l ess than a
horse-1ength away. The girl was as white as the pale river sand, with both
hands stuffed in her nouth-she seemed rooted to the riverbank as she stared
down at sonet hi ng.

Ket hry sheat hed her sword and snat ched her daughter up with such relief
washi ng over her that her knees were weak. Jadrie buried her face in her
not her' s shoul der and only then burst into tears.

And only then did Kethry | ook down to the river itself, to see what had
frightened her otherwi se fearless child half out of her wts.

Tarma was al ready down there, kneeling beside sonmeone. A body-but a weck of
one. Shin'a'in, by the coloring; a shaman, by what was |eft of the clothing.
Tarma had gotten himturned onto his back, and his chest was a livid network
of burn lines, as if soneone had beaten himwi th a whip made of fine, red-hot
wires. Kethry had seen her share of tortured bodies, but this nade even her
nauseous. She could only hope that what Jadrie had seen had been hi dden by
river water or mnud.

Probably not, by the way she's crying and shaki ng. My poor baby-

The man stirred, noaned. Kethry bit back a gasp; the man was still alive! She
couldn't imagi ne how anyone coul d have |ived through that kind of punishment.
Tarma | ooked up at the bank, and Kethry knew that cold anger, that | ook of
someone' s goi ng to pay.

And get the child out of here

Ket hry didn't need urging; she picked up Jadrie, and stunbled back to the canp
as fast as she could with the burden of a six-year-old in her arns.

By now the rest of the Shin"a'in were boiling up out of the canp, |ike wasps
churning froma broken nest; wasps with stings, for every hand held sone kind
of weapon. Kethry waved back at the river, and gasped out sonething about the
Heal er-she wasn't sure what, but it nust have nade sonme kind of sense, for
Liha'irden's Heal er, the man who had nursed Tarma back to reluctant life so
many years ago, put on a burst of speed that left the rest trailing in his
wake.

Ket hry sl owed her own pace, as the C ansfol k streamed past her. Jadrie had
stopped crying, and now only shivered in her arns, despite the heat. Kethry
hel d her closer; Jadrie was both the sunniest and the nbst sensitive of the
children so far. So far she had never seen anything to indicate that the world
was not one enornous adventure.

Today-she had just |earned that adventures can be dangerous.

Today, she had | earned one of life's hardest |essons; that the universe is not
a friendly place. And Kethry sat down in the shade of the nearest tent, and
hel d her as she cried for the pain of that | esson. She was still crying when
angry and frightened voices neared, passed the tent walls, and continued in
the direction of the Healer's tent.

When Jadrie had cried herself to exhaustion, Kethry put her to bed in the tent
she and Tarma shared with the four children, gathered her courage, and started
for the Healer's tent herself.



There was no crowd outside the tent, and the gathered O ansfol k appeared to

have di spersed, but the entire encanmpnent was on the alert now Though there
was no outward difference, Kethry could feel the tension, as if a storm sat

just bel ow the horizon, out of sight, but not out of sensing range.

She net Tarma coming out of the tent, and the tight |lines of anger around her
partner's nouth told her everything she needed to know.

"Warrl can guard the children. Do we stay here," she asked, "or do we ride?"

Tarma paused for a nmonment, and in that silence, the keening wail w th which
the Shin'a'in nourned their dead began. Her eyes narrowed, and Kethry saw her
j aw har den.

"We ride," the Shin'a'in said around cl enched teeth.

They followed the river northward all day, then, when it dived beneath the
cliff, up the switchback trail at the edge of the Dhorisha Plains. They
reached the top at about sunset, but pushed on well past dusk, canping after
dark in the mdst of the pine-redolent Pelagiris Forest. Tarma had been sil ent
the entire trip; Kethry burned to know what had happened, but knew she was
going to have to wait for her partner to speak in her own good tine.

Bei ng an Adept-cl ass mage neant that Kethry no | onger had to be quite so
sparing of her magi cal energies; she could afford to make a pair of
witch-lights to give them enough Iight to gather wood, and to light the fire
Tarma laid with a little spark of magic. It wasn't a very big fire-in this
heat, they only needed it to sear the rabbit they shared-but Tarna sat staring
into the last flames after she'd finished eating. Light fromthe fl anmes
reveal ed the huge trees nearest their canpsite, trees so old and so | arge that
Tarma could not encircle themwi th her arnms, and so tall that the first
branchi ngs occurred several man-hei ghts above the ground. Mst of the tine,
the place felt alittle like a tenple; tonight, it felt nore like a tonb.

"He didn't tell us rmuch before he died," Tarma said finally. "By his clothing,
what was left of it, he was For'a hier-that's Firefalcon Clan."

"Are they-all gone, do you think?" Kethry could not help thinking of what had
happened to Tal e' se-drin, but Tarma shook her head.

"They're all right. W sent sonmeone off to them but he told us he was on his
own. Firefal con has always been-different; the C an that produces the nost
shaman, even an occasional mage. They're known to roamquite a bit, sonetines
right off the Plains. This one was a | aj'ele ruvon, a know edge-seeker, and he
had come seeking up here, in Tale' e-dras territory-the shaman of Firefal con
have a | ot nore contact with the Tal e edras than the rest of us do. Watever
happened to him happened here in the Forest."

"You don't think the Hawkbrothers-" Somehow that didn't ring true, and Kethry
shook her head, even as Tarma echoed the gesture.

"No-there's a Hawkbrother nixed up in it sonmehow, he said that nuch before he

died, but it was no Tale'edras that did that. | think he was trying to tell ne
t he Hawkbrot her was in trouble, somehow " Tarma rubbed her tenple, her
expression baffled. "I've been trying to think of a way that a Hawk-brot her

could possibly get into trouble, and I-"

Sonet hi ng screaned, just above their heads. Kethry nearly junped out of her
own skin, squeaked, and clutched Need's hilt.



The scream canme again, and this time Kethry recognized it for what it was; the
call of the ow -eagle, a nocturnal predator with the habits and silent flight
of an owl, but the general build of an eagle. She m ght not have recogni zed
it, except that a pair were nesting near the Keep, and her husband Jadrek
spent hours every evening in delighted observation of them

Tarma stood up, stared into the tree canopy, then suddenly kicked earth over
the fire, dousing it. Wen Kethry's eyes had adjusted to the dark, she could
hardly believe them Hovering overhead was an ow -eagle, all right, a nuch
bi gger bird than either of the pair she'd seen before-and stark white.

"That's a Tale'edras bird," Tarma said grinmly. "They say the birds their mages
use turn white after a while. | think he's been sent for help."

As if in reply, the ow -eagle screaned once nore and flew off to the north and
west, landing on a branch and | ooking back for all the world like it expected
themto followit. Kethry put her hand on her partner's armto restrain her
for a noment. "Wat are we going to do about the horses?"

"Dam. Rel ease them | guess. They'll head straight back to canp in the
nmorning." Tarma didn't | ook happy about the decision, but there wasn't much
el se they could do; they certainly couldn't |eave them nor could they ride
t hem t hr ough dark woods when they couldn't see where to put their feet. And
| eadi ng them woul d be just as bad as riding them

On the other hand, wal king back to canp across the Plains in nidsunmer-

"Let's just |eave them unhobbl ed, and try to get back before nmorning," Kethry
suggested. "They won't stray until then." Tarma grimaced, but pulled the
hobbl es from her mare's feet and threw themon the pile of tack, while Kethry
did the sanme. \When she | ooked up, the owl -eagle was still there, stil

waiting. He didn't nove until they were within a few armlengths of the
tree-and then it was only to fly off and land in another tree, farther to the
north and west. Kethry had had a little niggling doubt at first

as to whether her partner had read the situation correctly, but now she was
sure; the bird wanted themto follow.

It continued to lead themin that fashion for what felt |ike weeks, though by
the nmoon shining directly down toward the tree branches, it wasn't nuch past
mdnight. It was inpossible to tell where they were, now that they'd left the
road; one enormous tree |ooked |like every other enornous tree. For the past
several candl emarks, she'd been feeling an increase in anmbi ent mage- ener gi es;
her skin prickled so nuch with it that she felt forced to shield herself, and
she wasn't entirely sure that time was passing at its nornmal rate.

"Where are we?" she whispered finally to her partner

Tarma stopped for a nonent and peered up at the nmoon. "I don't know, " she
admtted. "lI'mlost. Soneplace a | ot west and some north of where we started.
| don't-1 don't think we're in the Pelagiris Forest anynmore; | think we're in
Pelagir Hlls country. I wi sh we'd brought Fur-face with us, now "

"I hate to admit it, but | agree-" Kethry began
And that was when an enornous, invisible fist dosed around them

The bird shrieked in alarm and shot skyward. Tarna cursed; Kethry was too
busy trying to breathe.



It's the paral ysis-spell, she thought, even as she struggled to get a little
nmore air into her lungs. But she couldn't breathe in wi thout first breathing
out, and every tine she did that, the hand dosed tighter on her chest.

That ' s- supposed-t o- be-

A darkness that had nothing to do with the hour di med the noonlight, and her
| ungs screaned for air.

-l ost -
Bl ackness swooped in |like a stooping hawk, and covered her

Her chest hurt; that was the first thing she knew when she woke again. She
opened her eyes as she felt something cool and danp cross her brow, and gazed
with dunmb surprise up into a pair of eyes as blue as Tarma's, but in an

i ndi sputably nale face crowned with frost-white hair.

I ndi sput abl y? Not-quite. There was somet hing unusual about him Not that he
was she' chorne, that she had no trouble spotting. Something |like that, and not
even renotely evil, but very, very different.

Beyond the face were bars glinting and shining as only polished netal coul d;
and two |ight sources, one that flared intermttently outside of her Iine of
sight, and one that could only be a witch-1ight, hovering just outside the
bars.

The stranger smled wanly when he saw that she was awake, and draped the cloth
he'd been using to bathe her forehead over the edge of a metal bow beside
him "Forgive me, lady," he said in oddly-accented Shin'a'in. "I did not
intend to lure anyone into captivity when | sent out ny bond-bird."

"That owl -eagl e was yours?" she said, trying not to breathe too quickly, since
every novenent nade her chest ache the nore

"Aye," he replied, "I sent her for nmy own kin, but she saw your mmgi c and cane
to you instead. Now she is frightened past calling back."

"But | didn't-" Kethry started to say, then saw the wary |l ook in the
Hawkbr ot her's eyes. W're being watched and listened to. For some reason, he
doesn't want whoever caught us to know his bird can See passive mage-shi el ds,
the way Warrl can. She struggled to sit up, and the Hawkbrother assisted her
unobt rusi vel y.

They were in a cage, one with a perfectly ordinary |ock. Beside them was
another-with no lock at all- holding Tarma. The Shin'a'in sat cross-legged in
the mddle of the contraption, with a face as expressi onl ess as a stone.

Only her eyes betrayed that she was in a white-hot rage; so intense a bl ue
that her gl ance crackl ed across the space between them

Both cages sat in the niddl e of what |ooked |ike a naze; perfectly trinmed,
perfectly trained hedges taller than a man on horseback, form ng a square
"roon with an opening in each "wall." Beyond the opening, Kethry thought she
saw yet nore hedges.

"As you see," said a new voice, female, with an undertone of petul ance, "I
pl an ny prisons well."

The owner of the voice nmoved into the pallid |light cast by the w tch-ball
Ket hry was not inpressed. Face and body attested to overindul gence; the mouth



turned down in a perpetual sneer, and the eyes would not |ook into hers
directly. Even allowing for the witch-1ight, her conpl exi on was doughy, and
her hair was an indeterm nate no-col or between nouse-brown and bl onde. Her
cl ot hi ng, however, was rich in a conspicuous, overblown way, as if her gown
shouted "See how expensive | am" It was also totally inappropriate for the
m ddle of a forest, but that didn't seemto bother the wearer.

"For the mages," their captor said, gesturing grandly, "a cage which nullifies
magic, with a lock that can only be opened by an ordinary key." She held up

t he key hanging at her belt. "And since | amas female as you, the
spirit-sword won't work against nme. Even if you could reach it."

Now Ket hry saw the bl ade hangi ng just outside the cage door, just out of
reach.

O arnms. That's her first mstake.
"For the warrior, a prison that only nagic can unl ock."

She giggled girlishly, without the sneer ever changing. Tarma sai d not hing;
Ket hry decided to follow her exanple. Their jailer posed, waiting, doubtless,
for one of themto ask why they were being held. Finally, when she got no
response, she scow ed and fl ounced off in the direction of the light that
flared and subsi ded, somewhere beyond the bushes surrounding the clearing
where their cages sat.

"When her wits aren't out wandering, who is this woman?" Tarma asked, in a
lazy drawl. "And what in the name of the frozen hells does she want with us?"

The Hawkbrot her crossed his arns over his chest, |eaned back agai nst the bars
of the cage, and grinaced. "Her nane is Keyjon, and all her magics are
stolen,"” he said, an anger as hot as Tarma's roughening his voice. "As for
what she want s-nothing fromyou, except to be used against ne. As ny friend
was, to his death."

The Firefal con shaman. He knows the | ad died. She tried to read beyond the
Hawkbr ot her's [ ack of expression, and couldn't.

"W're to be used to get what?" Tarma asked.

"Somet hi ng she cannot steal fromme, though she has tried, and blunted her
stolen tools on mny protec-

tions." He pointed his chin in the direction of the flaring and dying light.
"She has firebirds."

At Kethry's swift intake of breath, he nodded. "I see you know them "

"One of the qualifications for entering the higher levels of a Wite Wnds
school used to be the Test of the Firebird." She stared at the |light, w shing
she coul d see beyond the bushes. "They're too rare now. | only saw one once,
at a distance."”

"They are not rare here, only endangered by such as she." The Hawkbrother's
face darkened. "She w shes ne to make them her famliars. She al so wi shes ne,
and she is as like to get that as the other, which is to say, when the rivers
of hell boil."

At that, Kethry |aughed in astonishnent. "Wnd-|ady-go ahead! G ve her the
birds! The first time she | oses her tenmper with one of them on her shoul der-"



But the young man was shaking his head. "Nay, lady. She knows that as well as
you or |. What she neans by 'familiar' is 'conplete slave.' | would not
condemn any living thing to such a fate, even if the dangers of her having
such control over sonething so dangerous were not obvious."

Ket hry thought of the things that could be done with a taned and obedi ent
firebird at one's command, and shuddered agai n. The dangers were obvi ous.
There was a history of the mage-wars purportedly witten by the wi zard-Ilizard
CGervase that hinted the firebirds had been deliberately bred as weapons.

She couldn't imagine a circunstance terrible enough to nake her breed
something like firebirds as a weapon. Frighten one, and send it flamng
through a village, touching off the thatched roofs, the hay in the stables

"She was bom of mage-tal ented parents, and given all she desired," the
Hawkbr ot her conti nued. "But she cane to desire nore and nore, and her own
smal |l talent could not enconpass her anbition, until she discovered her one
true gift-that she could steal spells fromany, and power from any, and use
that power to weave those spells at no cost to herself. Thus she enriched
herself at the expense of others, and the nore power she had, the nore she
sought . "

To shake the thought from her m nd, she stood up, slowy, and wal ked the few
steps to the bars of the cage, nentally neasuring the distance between the
bars and Need. And as she studied the blade and how it was hung, another

t hought occurred to her. I'm Adept-class. My power is unlimted, for al
practical purposes. Could |I becone |ike her?

The Hawkbrother stole silently up beside her, but his eyes were on the I|ight
beyond the hedges. "It is not power and wealth that corrupt, ny lady, but the
lust for power and wealth. Wen that |ust takes precedence over the needs of
others, corruption becones true evil. That you even consider that you could
becorme like Keyjon is a sign that you are not like to do so. She has never
once consi dered anything but what she wanted."

"Well said," Tarma replied, her expression wary. "I'm Tarma shena Tal e' sedri n;
this is ny she' enedra, Kethry."

"Stormni ng k' Sheyna,"” he said, and a little rueful hunor crept into his
expression. "A use-nanme chosen when | was young and very full of nyself, and
now so hardened in place that | dare not change it."

Tarma' s expression renai ned the same. "So howis it that you know t his woman?"

"I confess; a dose of the sane folly that caused me to nanme nyself for the
power ful thunder cloud,” he replied slowy. "I thought | could help her, |

t hought that if she had a friend, she could | earn other ways. In short, |

t hought | could change her, redeem her, when others had not been able to." He
shrugged. "I thought, at the worst, | was so rmuch stronger than she that there
was little she could do to harmne. | thought | could not be tricked; did not
even guess that she was pl anning deeper than | anticipated, that she was using
me to cone at my charges, the firebirds. Now, not only do | pay for ny folly,
but others as well."

"What happened to the Firefal con shaman?" Tarma asked harshly.

A muscle at the edge of his eyelid tw tched; nothing el se noved. "She caught
him coming to see nme, and flung himinto the cage hol ding the birds, making



certain to panic them She knew that if | once used ny powers to control them
she could steal that control." H's eyes were very bright with tears that he
was hol di ng back. "He knew it, too, and even as they |lashed himw th their
flane, he told me to hold fast." He | ooked from Tarma to Kethry and back

"WIl you forgive ne when | dose ny ears to your cries?"

"WIl you be closing your ears?" Kethry asked quietly, staring into blue eyes
t hat seemed nmuch, much ol der than the face that held them "O wll you be
heedi ng instead the cries of those who would suffer if this woman got what she
want ed?"

He cl osed his eyes for a nmonent, his expression for the first tine open and
easy to read. Pain-and a relief as agonizing as the pain, if such a thing were
possi bl e. Then he opened his eyes again, and took her hand and ki ssed the back
of it, like a courtier. It was in that nonent that Kethry identified exactly
what it was about himthat nade himso hard to identify. Stormm ng was the
nost uni quel y bal anced hurman bei ng she'd ever net; so conpletely accepting of

both his own nale and female natures that he felt poised, like a bird about to
fly-
"But you may not have to worry about it," Tarma said, dryly. "Keth, | don't

hear her. You want to try the Thahl karsh ganbit ?"

"Way not? It worked before." She kicked off her boots, grabbed the bars and
clinmbed up to the top of the cage; once there (cursing her own | aziness, that
had | et her get so out of shape) she carefully threaded her |egs between the
bars. As she had thought, her foot just reached the hook Need hung from

"Cet ready," she called down below, grinning a little to see Stormm ng's eyes

so wide with surprise. "lI'mgoing to unhook the sword-belt and lower it to
you. "
St ormmi ng shook his head. "Wiat good will having it do us, if this cage

negates all magi c?" he asked.

"It won't do M5 any good, but in a warrior's hands she cancels all spells cast
against me wearer." Kethry's arns were scream ng with pain, and sweat streaned
down her face as she inserted her foot in the loop of belt, worked it around
to the top of the hook, and lifted, carefully. "Tarma's cage i s nmag-icked,
remenber ?"

"I hope that | am as good at throwi ng as you think me to be,"
replied, straining one | ong arm

St or MM ng

t hrough the bars until he caught the tip of the scabbard.

Kethry didn't have the breath to spare to tell himthat Need herself would
take care of that, once out of the influence of the cage. She sinply continued
to lower the blade, bit by bit, until Stormnving had it firnmy.

Then she dropped to the bottom of the cage, and waited for the pain in her
arms to stop. | hate getting old. Wiy can't we all stay twenty until the end,
then fall over?

When she | ooked up again, the sword was sailing unerringly across the space
bet ween t he cages, and Tarma caught it so neatly the novenent | ooked
rehear sed.

And no sooner did she have it in her hands, than the entire side of the cage
swung open, |ike a door.



Just as Keyjon appeared in the gap in one of the hedges, accompani ed by two
enornous creatures, things that |ooked |ike nothing so nuch as wal king suits
of arnor.

"Sheka!" Tarma cursed, and threw herself out of the cage, did a shoul der rol
to cushion her inmpact, and came up running, heading for Kethry. Keyjon was so
ast oni shed that she stood there, nmouth hanging wi de open, while Tarma grabbed
Need and shoved her through the bars at Kethry.

Ket hry grabbed it just as Keyjon recovered, pointing at the three of them and
shri eked sonething foreign even to Kethry's ears. Watever it was, the two
suits of arnor at her side straightened, drew their weapons, and headed
straight for Tarma.

Ket hry had seen spells of animation before; this one was better than she had
antici pated. The arnor noved easily, snoothly-and quickly. Tarma escaped being
sliced in half by a two-handed broadsword only because she was a hair faster
than they were. She wasn't going to be able to escape two of themfor very

| ong, not out there al one.

Hopeful |y she woul dn't be al one much | onger

Kethry pulled out the little |ock-pick she kept in the side-seam of the
scabbard, and set to work on the |ock of the cage. Keyjon seened to be
concentrating on Tarma and ignoring thenm she hoped things would stay that
way.

Now, just so Stormm ng doesn't decide that since he's a man, he can do this
better than | can-

Stormm ng pressed in dose beside her, and she | ooked up, ready to brain himif
he tried to take the pick, and saw that he was clinging to the bars of the
cage with both hands, his body carefully pressed up against the door so that
nost of what she was doi ng was hi dden from Keyj on.

"Thanks," she whi spered, and then set to work on the | ock, shutting everything
out, including the fact that her partner and bl ood-bonded sister mght die in
the next few nonents.

When you work on a | ock, she heard the voice of her thief-instructor say,
Not hi ng exists for you but that lock. If you let yourself be distracted,
that's the end of it.

Except that he had never had the distraction of two magic suits of arnor
trying to make his partner into thin slices less than an arm s [ ength away.

She felt the | ock give just as Keyjon noticed what they were up to. She shoved
t he door open as the woman shout ed anot her inconprehensible command, and one
of the automata stopped chasing after

Tarma, and turned, its blade arcing down over its head-

But not aimed at Kethry.

Ai med at St ormi ng.

He coul dn't dodge, caught in the doorway as he was. He had no weapon of his
own, and no spell Kethry knew could possibly be readied in tine to save him



She wat ched the bl ade descend, knowi ng that she woul d never even be able to
get Need up in time- if only he was a wo-

CLANG

When her teeth stopped rattling, her brains stopped vibrating, and her

wat eri ng eyes cleared, she thought for a nonent that she had gone quite
entirely mad. For there, with the automaton's bl ade held a hand' s breadth away
from his head, was Stormni ng, crouched down, one hand raised ineffectually to
ward off the blow that hadn't arrived.

For what had interposed itself between himand the broadsword was Need.
They all stood like that for a nonent, in a bizarrely frozen tabl eau-

Then Stormm ng dove out fromunder the arch of sheathed sword and unsheat hed,
scranbled to his feet as the autonmaton di sengaged and began to turn, and
yel | ed, "Duck!"

Sonehow she knew to drop into a ball, and Stormm ng dove at the automaton's
chest.

The tim ng couldn't have been any better if they'd practiced it; the animated
suit of armor was very heavy and al ready off-bal ance, and when Stormi ng
shoved it, it went further off-bal ance, staggered backward, and tripped over
her, landing with a hollow clangor inside the cage-

The cage which permitted no nagic to function within it.

"Move!" screamed another voice fromacross the clearing; both Kethry and
Stormm ng scranbl ed out of the way as Tarma pelted across the intervening
space, the other suit of armor in hot pursuit. She fled right into the cage-it
had too nuch nomentumto stop

Ket hry heard a strangl ed croak, and turned to see Keyjon clutching her throat
and turning scarlet with the effort of trying to speak. Stormwi ng watched her
fromwhere he spraw ed; his finger traced a little arc, and her arns snapped
out in front of her, wists together, fingers interlaced.

Only then did he rise, with a curious, bonel ess grace, and pace slowy to
where the woman stood, a captive and victimof her own greed.

Ket hry got up off the ground, wincing as she felt sore places that would
likely turn into a spectacul ar set of bruises. Tarma clinbed down out of the
cage, favoring her right |eg.

"\What happened with the fool sword?" Tarma asked, in a | ow voice.

Ket hry shrugged. "I guess when she couldn't identify himas positively male or
femal e, she decided to act first and figure it out later."

Stormm ng | ooked up as they reached his side, but said nothing. "What are we
going to do with her?" Kethry asked.

He ran a hand through his hair. "I do not know," he confessed. "I have a
feeling that if | tried to harmher, that blade at your side would turn
agai nst ne."

"Probably," Tarma said, in disgust. "But she's killed at |east one person that
we know of. A shaman of the O ans, at that, and sacred. Blood requires



payment - "

"Wul d you accept a punishnent that |left her alive?" the Hawkbrot her asked
unexpect edl y.

Tarma hesitated a nonent, then replied with caution. "Maybe, if she coul dn't
get free to try this again. If she couldn't even | eave here-and if it was a
l[iving hell for her. My Lady favors vengeance, ny friend."

He nodded. "My thought as well. Lady, would you be content also?"

Ket hry only nodded; she felt power building, comng fromsonme source she
didn't recognize, but akin to the pool of energy available to all VWite Wnds
Adepts. She hadn't realized he was an Adept before-

He rai sed his hands. "All your life, you have sought to be the power in the
center of all, to be the manipul ator of the fabric of the world around you,"
he said to Keyjon, solemly. "So, | give you that; your greatest desire.
Control of all you can see, manipul ator of the web-"

He pointed; there was a ripple of the very fabric of the place-and a
distortion that nmade Kethry's stomach roil and eyes water

Then when she | ooked agai n, Keyjon was gone. |nstead, hanging froma web that
spanned a corner between the hedges, was an enornmous gray spider, hanging fat
and heavy in the center of the pattern

"Spiders are notoriously short-sighted,” StormM ng said, as if to hinself.
"Now | shall have to see to it that nothing comes here but noxious things,
that deserve to be eaten-and old or diseased things, that deserve a painless
deat h. "

He | ooked back at Kethry, and in that nonent she knew that not only was he
enornously nore powerful than she had guessed, he was al so ol der. Mich, much
ol der.

"Here is a guide," he said, producing another ball of witch-light. "I have
much to do here, and this will take you back to your horses before dawn." Now
he smiled, and Kethry felt as if all her weariness and aches had been cured.
"I could not have been freed w thout your aid. Thank you, sisters-in-power.
Thank you."

"You' re-wel come,"” Kethry said. She wanted to say nore, but the witch-Iight was
sailing off into the darkness, and Tarma was tuggi ng her arm She followed the
Shin'a'in into the maze, quickly losing track of where she was, but torn apart
by conflicting enotions. There was so much she wanted to learn fromhim so
many things he nmust know

What have | done with ny life? All | have built is one Wite Wnds school
Wth power like his, | could-

I could nake a nmess of things, that's what | could do, nmeddling where | didn't
bel ong. No, | guess that power isn't such a tenptation. Wat would it earn ne,
anyway, besides envy and suspicion?

If she had Stormwi ng's kind of power, it would nmake her a target for those
such as Keyjon. Was the know edge worth the risk?

Ri sk not only to her, but to Tarma, to the children, to Jadrek?



No, she decided. And after all, we were the ones who rescued him Know edge
isn't everything. Sometines it just takes commpn sense, good pl anni ng-

A chorus of joyful cries arose behind them she and Tarma turned as one to see
the firebirds rising into the air above the hedge, alight with their own
flame. They circled, and dove, and sang; everlasting firewdrks that nade their
own nusic to dance by. She felt her eyes brimring with tears, and beside her
Tarma gasped with surprise

The firebirds circled a noment |onger, then rose into the tree canopy, stil
calling in ecstasy to each other. They penetrated the branches, making them
glow ermerald for a nonent, as if each tree harbored a tiny sun of its own.

Then they were gone. And in the light fromthe witch-ball, Tarma's face was
wet with tears. So was hers. She understood, now, the other reason why two
brave men had been willing to die to save them from ensl avenent.

She caught Tarma's shoul ders, and held her for a noment.

And this is what's worth having; freedom and friends, and the ability to see
a thing of beauty and not want it all for nyself, or because of the power it
represents.

Then Kethry let her sworn sister go, as Stonnwi ng had set the birds free.
"Come on, partner, let's go home," she said. "W have a tale to tell."
SPRI NG PLOW NG AT FORST REACH

This is a new short story suggested by Ten Lee of Firebird Arts and Misic, who
poi nted out that on a working farm such as Forst Reach, npost horses woul d be
put into harness in times of heavy workload like planting and harvest. And she
noted that, given the tenperanent of the fambus Gray Stud of Vanyel's tine (an
alleged Shin"a'in warsteed) it was quite reasonable to assume that plow ng
time (with frisky, hornonal horses) would be rather exciting. She also told ne
the story of an Amish farner and his two mares, and his very uni que techni que
for bringing msbehaving horses to see sense.

As for the Shin'a'in technique of taming (or rather, gentling) horses, it is
based entirely on fact, and the techni ques of a remarkabl e nan nanmed Monty
Roberts, who without any form of coercion whatsoever, can take a green
untrained, skittish horse, and have it accepting bridle, saddle, and rider in
thirty mnutes. His technique is based soundly on understandi ng equi ne body

| anguage and "speaking" to the horse with his own body | anguage, and results
in a cooperative partner. H s book, The Man Wio Listens to Horses, is one
every horse | over and owner shoul d read.

There was no light but that of the hearty fire in the Lord' s Study at
Ashkevron Manor, but neither of the two inhabitants of the study needed any
other illumnation. It was clearly a "man's room" confortably crowded with
furniture that the Lady of the manor deenmed too shabby to be seen el sewhere,
but too good to be relegated to the rubbish room Distantly related if one

| ooked back far enough, Lord Kenoc Ashkevron and Bard Lauren woul d seem

unli kely compani ons to an outsider, and sonetinmes even seened so to those who
knew t hem bot h, but the inprobable friendship had prospered for nany years and
showed no sign of changing. The bard played a soft nelody on his gittern as
Lord Kenoc seened to doze, the golden firelight flickering over both of them

Kermoc opened his eyes and roused, cocked his shaggy-haired head to one side
and frowned at sonething he'd heard that wasn't music. Bard Lauren stopped



pl aying i medi ately; he'd been trying to soothe Kenbc's aching joints with his
Heal i ng- nusi ¢, and had thought he'd been succeeding. Wth every passing year
Lord Kenoc's joints hurt nore when the cold wind out of the north swept down
over Forst Reach at winter's beginning. Even here, in this confortable

wood- panel ed room deep within the belly of the manor, Lord Kenoc coul d not
escape the aching of his bones.

"I's there sonething wong, old friend?" Lauren asked anxiously. Kenoc shook
his grizzled head ponderously, |ooking nore bearlike than usual, and notioned
himto silence.

Lauren held his peace, flattening his palmover the strings of his gittern so
that not even a breath of draft would set them nurmnuring.

"Do you hear that?" Kenpc asked abruptly.

Lauren listened, as only a Bard could, taking note of anything that could be
termed sound. Past the crackling and hissing of the fire, past the sound of
Kermoc's breathing and his own, there was a different note in the sound of the
wi nd about the walls of Forst Reach. "The w nd's changed direction?" he
replied tentatively.

Kemoc nodded and sighed, both with relief and regret. "It has. It's out of the
south, old boy. In a few days, we'll have our thaw, and it'll be time for

pl owi ng. And happy as I'Il be to see the spring, it's just that nuch that |
dread the plowing. I'mgetting too old to cope with it; it's worse than a

battl e canpaign."
Lauren blinked at himin surprise. "Dare | ask, why?"

Kermoc bared his teeth in a grimsmle. "Stick around here instead of flitting
of f as you usually do come spring, and you'll see for yourself."

Now Lauren's curiosity was aroused. "l've nowhere in particular to go," he
began, "And if you'll have ne-"

"If?" Kemoc's grimsmle |lightened. "Don't see enough of you, old son. I'll be
gl ad enough to keep you a bit longer-but I warn you, spring plow ng around
here is not for the weak of heart. |'ve heard it said that at Forst Reach

"plowran' and 'wild beast taner' are considered to be one and the sane thing."

Now Lauren's curiosity was nore than roused, it was avid. "In that case,
don't think you could be rid of me if you wanted to!"

He attenpted to get nore information out of Lord Kenoc, but a spirit of

m schi ef -or maybe devil nment-had i nfected the Lord of Forst Reach, and not hi ng
nore woul d Kenoc tell him Lauren went up to his bed that night with his
curiosity conmpletely unsatisfied.

Lauren was happy to spend the winters at Forst Reach-wi nter being the only
season when his services as a Master Bard were not needed at Haven, for al
the Master Bards that had no families came crowdi ng back to avoid the harsh
weat her. Kenoc was an old friend fromthe time Lauren had first gone out on
hi s Journeyman's wanderi ngs, and since he had nowhere in particular to go in
wi nter and no great desire to spend it on the road or in Haven, Lauren

wel coned the invitation. In the spring, he would return to Haven bearing al
the news of this part of the world back to the capital-and in greater detai
than the Heralds of this region did, since he spent nore time here than a
Herald on circuit could. For his part, Lauren found in Kenoc's household the
fam |y he had never known. Perhaps it was easier because he had come into this



"fam |y" without any of the burden of chil dhood nmenories. It is easy for
parents to pull the strings that make one dance, he reflected, as he cl osed
his door behind him After all, they are the ones who tied those strings in
pl ace. Perhaps it was just that he was familiar enough for the Ashkevron
househol d to be easy with him yet not so famliar that anyone inflicted
fam ly grievances on him

O perhaps it is because they know that as a Bard, | night well be tenpted to
turn an absurd grievance into a com c song.

Lauren knew Lord Kenbc well enough to realize that behind the joking and the
gri mhunor, there was sonme real worry. But why should he be so concerned over
alittle matter like spring plow ng?

Lauren crossed the roomunerringly, even in the darkness. There was no doubt
that the wind had turned; now it blew full against the shutters of his room
and there was a gentler, wetter scent to it, where it |eaked in past the

| eaded gl ass wi ndow panes, than there had been this norning. He put his
gittern into the stand by touch and knelt to blow the fire to flane.

In the ten years he'd spent winters here, Lauren had never seen anything to
make Kenoc this concerned. Forst Reach was a prosperous and peaceful hol di ng.
Spring plowi ng, he wondered again. Wy should he have compared it to a com ng
battle? Just how difficult could spring plowing be? He realized that he was
not country-w se enough to know everything about life on the |and, but surely
t he weat her couldn't becone that vicious in the spring or he'd have heard
somet hing of it by now

It was as he thought that-though he did not realize it at the tine-that he got
his first clue. For on the wings of the warnm ng wi nd cane the squeal of an
angry stallion fromthe stable.

Lauren listened to the horse telling the world that he was ready to take on
all comers, mare or conpetitor, and chuckled. No doubt; even the beasts
recogni zed the turning of the season. And since Kenoc had gone coy, he m ght
as well get to sleep; he'd find his itch of curiosity eased all in good tine.

Two days later, the last trace of snow was gone, and although the air was
chilly and the breeze brisk, it was no |onger so bone-chillingly cold. It was
time for the first plowto cut the first furrow, while the earth was stil

danp, but not rnuddy. Right after breakfast, Kenoc had brought Lauren out to

t he back of the barns where the harnessing took place, and the sounds of angry
horses had rung through the air even before they reached the yard in front of
the barn. Now Lauren stared at a pair of fighting, kicking geldings-geldings,
not stallions!-being dragged to their harness by two sturdy plowren, and felt
hi s eyes wi deni ng.

"Spring plowi ng," said Kenoc with resignation. "There you have it, the sum and
total of our problem™

"But -but-1 thought plowhorses were, well, docile," Lauren protested, trying to
reconcile the fact that he knew t hose horses had been gelded with the fact
that they were acting like fighting stallions. The first horse had been
dragged to his appointed place and with two people holding his bridle, a third
was managi ng to get a harness on him The second had al ready kicked his
harness off, and was trying to bite the first horse, whose ears were back and
whose yel | owed teeth were bared

"They are," Kenoc replied heavily. "Everywhere but here. Cone along, old |ad.
"1l show you what we're up to here. This is all due to a decision nade by one



of my ancestors, and the idea was a sound one, but-well-there are sone
problems with the execution, you mght say."

Farther along the row of horses being readied for the field, a pair of mares
with foals at heel were al so being harnessed up. The foals were clever, nippy
little denmons, who obviously resented the fact that their neal -producers were
being interfered with. The nmen harnessing the mares had to keep them off by
main force, and wore | eather shirts to protect against bites. "W're fanous
for our Ashkevron breed of war horse,"” Kenbc explained. "There was a
horse-allegedly a Shin'a'in warsteed-called the Gray Stud. He was the
foundation-stallion; we took himto our hunters and pl owhorses-in the first
generation. He was a fighter and he was smart, everything you'd want in a war
horse, but he wasn't big enough to carry a man in full plate arnmor. W were

| ooking for intelligence and fighting spirit fromhim agility and speed from
the hunters, and size and strength fromthe pl owhorses. W crossed the sons
fromthe hunters to the daughters fromthe plowhorses, and that gives us our
basi ¢ warhorse. W continue crossing the best of the best; geld everything we
don't use at stud, and sell the ones we won't breed. Trouble is, we can't
afford to keep horses around eating their heads off and doi ng not hi ng but
breedi ng, so everything is broken to harness and pl ow except the breeding
stal lions. Which nakes spring plowi ng time- exciting. The geldings all retain
every bit of a stallion's fight. That's why people pay a snmall ransom for
them™

"I can see that," Lauren replied, watching with stunned amazenent as a

gel di ng-anot her gelding!- left alone for a nonment in a | oose box, proceeded to
attenpt to batter the thing to splinters in an effort to get at the gelding
tied to the outside of it.

"The Gray's tenper went hand-in-hand with his intelligence and both traits
bred true, which nmakes themfinely-honed killers on the battlefield, but no
joy in harness," Kenoc continued glumy. "Mst of the year you can handl e
them but spring brings out the worst in them There'll be broken bones before
the day's over."

And before the day was over, Lauren saw Lord Kenoc's prediction proved true.
One pair of geldings decided to go over a stone fence, plow and all, and hung
the plow up on the top. A foal ripped out a hank of one plowran's hair (roots
and all) in fury when the man woul dn't unharness his damand tried to separate
them Two nore geldings too intractable to be harnessed in a teamw th
anyt hi ng saw each other and conceived an instant hatred for one another; they
dragged their plows and plowren with them across the width of two fields to
meet in the mddle in a furious clash that left both plows in splinters. And
one of the breeding stallions broke out of his field to get at a harnessed
mare, which incident resulted in the first broken armof the season

"It could have been worse," sighed Kenoc at the end of the day, as he and
Lauren shared a bit of bread, cheese, and beer. "It could have been a broken
skul | . "

"I hope you'll forgive ne for asking the obvious, but haven't you tried
breedi ng sonmething with a good tenmper into the line?" Lauren asked.

"Ch, we've tried, but the Gray Stud's tenper always comes through."” Kenoc
shook his head. "I've never seen anything like it. People want the gel dings as
war horses, there's no shortage of takers for them but by the gods, it gets
hard and harder to survive this season every year! And breedi ng season's no
festival either. The mares fight back even when they're hard in season, often
as not, and there's damage all around before they get separated fromthe
stallion." Lauren pondered this for a nonment. "lt-really isn't very funny, is



it?" he said. "I mean, it sounds funny at first, but people are getting hurt."

"And it's only damed good | uck that no one has gotten killed," Kenbc agreed.
"How | ong before ny people start refusing to plow with these beasts? Wat will
we do then? W can't afford to keep one herd of pl owhorses and one herd of

war hor ses, the dammed things eat too mnuch."

Lauren didn't say anything then, nor did he mention that he had an i dea even
when he left Forst Reach to return to his duties at Haven and the Court-but he
had made up his nmind to try and do sonething to sol ve Kenoc's probl em before

t he next pl ow ng season.

Cold rain drumred on the roof of the indoor riding arena, and Tarma shena

Tal e' sedrin bl essed the break in the weather that had allowed her to send her
young pupils home for sunmmer holidays before the weather turned this ugly.
She'd sent themoff a bit early ms year, in no small part because they'd
gotten an early start last fall, and it hadn't seened fair to keep them away
from honme | onger than usual

And besides, she'd had a particular project in mnd that she didn't want an
audi ence for-the very project that kept her in the arena at this very nonment.

Tarma al ready had her hands full and didn't really need anything to distract
her when one of the servants edged nervously up to the fence intended to keep
spectators out of the riding arena. She spared a nonent to glare at the

hapl ess servant, silencing himbefore he had a chance to speak, and turned her
attention back to seven-year-old Jadrie, Kethry's el dest.

As bl onde as her mother, as blue-eyed as her father, young Jadrie was a pretty
child who threatened to becone a beauty. Fortunately, it hadn't occurred to
her that beauty was a cause for vanity, and neither parent had any intentions
of letting her know that fact. Today she wore her ol dest, nobst practica
clothing of well-worn wool en tunic and breeches, and scuffed riding boots; she
had her hair done up in a practical tail, and | ooked very nuch as her nother
must have at her age.

This was a special day for her. Tarma had judged her old enough for a horse of
her own this year- and in Shin"a'in ternms, that neant sonething of great and
specific significance-nothing less than a rite of passage.

Jadri e had been carefully coached for all the winter months in the Shin'a'in
art of horse-tal king, and now she was putting her new know edge to the test

wi th an unbroken, green filly, three years old and fresh off the Plains and
the Tal e sedrin herds. If she really had | earned her |essons correctly, the
young filly would be carrying her willingly by the end of the day. If she
hadn't, Tarma woul d take over and tame the horse herself, and Jadrie would go
back in humliation to her fat little pony for another year

Alittle harsh on the child, maybe-but better that than spoil horse and child
toget her. There's no second chances on the Plains, and it's never too early
for a child to learn that

But things were going very well, so far. The tiny blonde child had the sorrel
filly pacing in a circle with her at the center, keeping her going with gentle
tosses of a lead rope, making it land just behind the horse's noving feet. As
the little girl flicked her soft rope at the heels of the filly, watching the
horse with such intensity that her blue eyes shone, the horse turned her
near-side ear to catch the girl's murnurs of encouragenent.

Anot her round of the circle, and the filly dropped her head, flicking out her



tongue at the same tinme. Jadrie dropped her eyes back to the horse's
shoul ders, then to her runp. The filly dropped her head further, chew ng at
not hi ng. That was the signal Jadrie was waiting for, and Tarma with her

Right, girl. Remenber your |essons. The filly's saying, "I don't want to run
inacircle, 1'd like to stop. Can't we eat together and be herdnmates?" Don't
wait for a second invitation

Jadrie coiled up the rope and let the filly slow and stop, then wal ked t oward
her. The filly started to take a single nervous step away, but before she
could, Jadrie | ooked away from her, then turned away, making chirruping
sounds.

Good, good. You're doing everything just right. Keep her soothed, |ook at her,
but not directly. Invite her into your herd.

The filly stepped tentatively toward the little girl, then stopped again. Once
again, Jadrie faced her, then turned away, |ooking back at the filly briefly
over her shoul der out of the corner of her eye. This tine the filly approached
further, one slow step at a tine, until she stopped, not quite com ng as far
as Jadrie's shoul der.

"Good girl!" Jadrie crooned. "That's right, pretty girl! Come on, then-"

Still murmuring, Jadrie wal ked slowmy away. After a noment of hesitation, the
filly foll owed.

Tarma grinned. Jadrie was going to be the envy of her siblings this sumer;
there was no doubt that

she'd nastered all of Tarma's coaching in horse-talk. The Shin'a'in didn't
break horses, they spoke to them working with their own body | anguage and
instincts to convince themthat their woul d-be riders weren't two-I|egged,
horse-eating predators, but were potential partners. Wth nothing nore than
hands, m nd, voice, a blanket, and a soft rope, any Shin'a'in over the age of
ten coul d have even the wildest horse carrying himwillingly in less tinme than
it took to bake a | oaf of bread. And since Kethry's children- or, nore
properly, those who chose the life-were to become Shin'a'in in everything but

| ooks, they were going to have to | earn horse-tal ki ng.

Unl ess she changed her mind drastically when she grew ol der, Jadrie would be
the first of the renewed Clan of Tale' sedrin. Right now, Jadrie wanted nothing
nmore than to live her life on the Plains; in fact, this |ast year she'd spent
her first autum fostered with a famly of Clan Liha'irden before returning to
Kethry's Keep with the first snow, and had gloried in every nmonent. This
little test only proved that she had everything in her to prove to the

sati sfaction of even the sternest of Can Chiefs and Shamans that she had the
true spirit of a Shin"a'in.

In short order, Jadrie's filly had accepted the rope around her neck, then the
bl anket on her back, then Jadrie herself on the filly's back with nothing to
"control" her but a crude halter made of the rope. As the little girl trotted
the filly gleefully around the ring, blonde tail bouncing with the novenent of
the horse, Tarnma turned her attention to the servant.

The man was watching Jadrie with his nouth hangi ng open and his eyes wide with
shock. Tarma snapped her fingers at himto break himout of his trance.

"Well?" she said, alittle inpatient. "Wat was so inportant that you had to
cone down here to interrupt a | esson?"



He stared at Tarnma and gul ped. "Wat sorta witchcraft be that?" he asked.
"None what soever," she countered. "It's nothing nore conplicated than payi ng
attention." But she really didn't expect the man to believe her, and it was
clear that he didn't. The servants that had come with this place were a mni xed
bag of good and bad, and the bad tended to be ignorant, superstitious, and
foolish rather than of ill-intent. Jadrek was gradually replacing the bad
ones, but it was slow going. "So?" she repeated. "Wat sent you down here?"

"There's a man t'see you, nilady," the fellow said diffidently. "From Ki ng
Stefarisen. He's with Lady Kethry."

From Stef ? Huh. She made a shooing notion with her hand. "Well, get back up to
the house and tell themlI'll be there as quickly as |I can."

She pointedly turned her attention back to Jadrie; the servant waited a nonent
| onger, but when it was obvious that she wasn't going to say anything nore, he
took hinmself and his nmessage out.

Tarma sighed; the fell ow was one of the ones due for replacenent, and

obvi ously Jadrek hadn't found anyone with his skills and good comon sense. It
took a certain sturdiness of character conbined with a stolid acceptance of
anyt hing that came along to work out as a servant at the Keep. As a
consequence, they always seened to be a little shorthanded.

Can't really blame people for getting spooked around here, Tarma ren nded
herself. If it isn't the barbarian, rawneat-eating Shin'a'in | eading her pack
of male and fermal e hooligans in nmock wars, it's Lady Kethry's mage-students

bl owi ng up storns or setting things afire or conjuring up weird beasts out of
the Pelagirs. And if it isn't either of those things, it's Lady Kethry's own
brood wreaki ng some hellishness or ot her

There'd be nore mschief, that was sure, now that Jadrie had her very own,
grown-up horse. The others would be all over thenselves com ng up with sone
prank to counter her newwon glory. Tarma expected to hear tales of woe from
the village any day now, of sheep turned interesting colors, or puppies
trained to herd chickens, or sone strange contrivance powered by a ki dnapped

and irritated billy goat positioned at the well, a contraption designed to
bring up water with no effort. And whatever it was that had happened woul d al
be well-intentioned, neant to help, but the end result would be to scare the

whey out of the |long-suffering villagers.

Eventual | y, she supposed, they'd get used to it. But the youngsters had only
been at this "hel pful" stage for a couple of years, and it woul d probably take
a couple nore before that happened.

Jadrie, at least, would be well-occupied for the spring, and the first day of
sumer woul d be the signal for the annual trek to the Plains, which would at
| east get the children away fromthe village for the all-inportant sumrer
growi ng season. The Liha'ir-den found the little ones' pranks anusing,
sometines even hilarious, and were not at all taken aback by them

They'd howl with |aughter at sheep with pre-dyed wool. And it wouldn't nmatter
what mad col or the pranksters painted the woolies, there's not a color in the
rai nbow t hat ny people don't Ilike.

:feh. | know,: said a voice in her head. :You'd think that after a few
centuries they'd have developed a little taste.

Tarma disdained to reply to Warrl's jibe; she had nore inportant things to



concentrate on. Jadrie had begun gui ding her mare through nore conplicated
nmoves than sinply trotting in a circle, and she wanted to pay cl ose attention
to the behavior of both horse and rider.

But there were no problens, none at all. The filly noved well and wllingly,
head and ears up, tail flagged, and although Jadrie still wore her | ook of

i ntense concentration, it was overlaid with an expression of intense joy.
Tarma knew exactly how she felt; she'd felt that way herself when she'd taned
Kessira. Probably every Shin'a'in child felt that way after tam ng a horse for
the first tinme-it was a little Iike magic, and altogether thrilling to have
somet hing that | arge accept you and work with you on its own ternmns.

Finally Jadrie brought her horse to a neat halt, a few paces away from Tar g,
and | ooked expectantly at her teacher. Tarma gave her a grin of approval, and
the smle Jadrie flashed back at her lit up her face.

"Good job, kitten," Tarna approved. "Now, go cenent your friendship with a
little sweet-feed. You' ve worked her enough for today, and tonorrow, if the
weat her's good, we'll nove outside."

Jadri e nodded, her tail of blonde hair bobbing with enthusiasm and slid down
off the filly's back with great care to avoid startling her. Wth a hand on
the horse's shoul der, she |led her new prize off to the stable, where the
filly's good behavi or woul d be rewarded by sonething the grass-fed beast had
never yet tasted-a sweet treat of treacled grain. Then she'd be rubbed down
with a soft cloth, although she hadn't been worked up enough to break a
sweat-it was the contact that mattered. Jadrie had grooned enough beasts by
now to know all the "good spots,” and she'd be sure to scratch every one.

"And what do you two think?" she asked the other two spectators, who had
remai ned respectfully silent until now.

Tiny, ice-blonde Jodi, formerly one of Tarma's scouts in the Sunhawks, clasped
her hand to her forehead woefully. "Eh now, |ady, ye'll be purtin' ne an'
Beaker out of business here if ye keep trainin' up nore horse-tal kers!" She
imtated Kyra's back-county accent perfectly, Tarma noted with anusenent.

Her business partner and mate Beaker, also a fornmer Sunhawk, nodded glumy. He
woul d have been utterly forgettable except for his inpressive jut of a
nose-and the fact that one of his special nessenger-birds, a creature about
the size of a crow, with a black body and green head, sat on his shoul der
Tarma | aughed at both of their |Iong faces. She'd taught both of themthe
Shin'"a'in ways with horses when they'd come to her asking if she needed
instructors at her new school. She hadn't, not yet anyway, but she'd asked
themif they had any interest in another trade.

"No fear of that," Tarma replied. "That girl can't wait to get out on the
Plains. If her nother would let her, she'd be fostered out at Liha'irden this
nmonent . " She was pl eased, though, with the inplied conpliment. "Wat brings
you two out here again, anyway?"

"The usual ," Beaker told her laconically. "Still |ooking for soneplace to
settle down. Trouble is, nobody in this part of the world needs horsetal kers
all year 'round. We're getting a bit long in the tooth for the road life." He
| ooked at her hopefully. "Don't suppose you've heard of anythi ng?"

"Not yet, but-why don't you stick around for a fortnight or so?" she told
them "Maybe sonething will come up."

"I"d as soon sleep in one of your beds as the floor of an inn," Beaker replied



with gratitude. "Thanks."

"No worries," Tarma told him "You've stayed here often enough; put your mares
up, get your gear and find a room and I'lIl see you at dinner. Keth'll be glad
to see you."

As the two Sunhawks (forner Sunhawks, she rem nded hersel f) di sappeared

t hrough the stable door to get their gear, Tarma turned to | eave through the
outer door. "Com ng, Furface?" she asked over her shoulder, as Warrl's great
bul k uncoiled from behind the fence.

1 wouldn't miss this for the world,: Warrl replied smugly.
Tarma cast hima | ook of suspicion. Just what did he know about the visitor?

But the kyree wasn't talking, so the only way for her to find out what was
going on was to get up to the manor

She found Jadrek and Kethry in the solar, entertaining an ordinary-I| ooki ng
fellowwith brown hair, a neatly-trinmed brown beard, and a charmi ng, open
face. But it was his clothing that inmediately explained the reason for
Warrl's anusenent. He was dressed in scarlet fromhis collar to his boots, and
there was only one thing that could nean.

Oh, gods, she groaned, as Warrl chuckled unmercifully in her head. Not anot her
bar d!

"Tarma! Just the person we needed!" Jadrek said genially, before Tarma could
duck out of sight and hide. "Please join us!"

She sighed, and school ed her face to a pleasant-or at |east neutral -expression
as she entered the warm firelit solar. "I really shouldn't,"” she began. "l've
just been in the stables, | snell |ike horse-"

"But that's precisely why |I'mhere," the stranger exclained, turning toward
her eagerly. "Horses! A very dear friend of mne and a very inportant noble of
the Val demar Court is suffering froma rather extreme set of problenms with his
hor ses-"

"And you cane here?" Tarma all owed one eyebrow to rise quizzically as she
chose a sturdy chair and flung herself into it. "Way on earth did a Bard of
Val demar come here for help with horses?"

"Because Roald sent himto Stefansen, and Stef sent himhere, of course,”
Kethry replied, a twinkle in her green eyes. She twined a tendril of hair as
gol den as her daughter's around one finger in an absentm nded gesture Tarma
knew neant she was hi ghly anused.

"Ah." Tarma |l et the eyebrow drop again. "Roal d' was King Roald of Val demar,
who was Stefanson's friend and had been since the days when they were nerely
Prince Stefansen and Heral d Roal d. Jadrek had been Archivist to Stef's father
and he and Tarma and Keth had hel ped put Stef on the throne of Reth-wellan
after his brother usurped it, tried to nurder him and succeeded in nurdering
their sister. She in turn had been Captain Idra, |eader of the Mercenary CGuild
Conpany ldra's Sunhawks-whi ch had enpl oyed Tarma as Scoutl eader and Kethry as
Conpany Mage. It sonetines nmade Tarma's head spin, what with being a Shin'a'in
Swordsworn and sinple trainer of woul d-be warriors on one hand, and on a
first-name basis with the Kings of two countries on the other

"Well," she said, leaning over to help herself to food and drink with a | ong



arm "You're a bard, you ought to know howto tell a tale in a straightforward
manner, so why don't you start fromthe begi nning and explain the situation to
this poor bew | dered barbarian?"

Not hi ng | oath, the young man | aunched into his story. Tarma had a difficult
ti me keeping her face straight when he related the fable of the Gray Stud
being a Shin'a'in warsteed. Nothing was nore unlikely, and she said so.

"I can pronise you that we haven't lost a stud off the Plains in our entire
history," she told him "And it's damed unlikely that your friend s ancestors
even got an accidental halfbreed. Battlemares are perfectly capable of keeping
an unwanted nal e at bay, and even if one had the poor taste to mate with
somet hi ng ot her than anot her warsteed, | can guarantee you she'd be back on
the Plains as soon as her rider knew she was pregnant. We sinply don't let the
bl oodl i ne out of our hands."

Bard Lauren shrugged. "I1'Il admt that the story sounded odd to ne," he
admtted, "but it's one of those famly | egends that no one contradicts.” H's
face fell alittle. "I cane here in hope that since the problemstens from
that bl oodline, you'd know how to deal with it," he concluded in resignation
"And since the bloodline isn't what | was told, | won't waste any nore of your
tinme-"

"Whoa up, there!" Tarma exclaimed. "I didn't say | couldn't help you. As a
matter of fact, I"'mfairly certain | can."

:Just what are you up to?: Warrl asked with alarm

Wth no students to train, | was afraid | was going to be bored waiting for
the sumrer trek, she thought gleefully. This will be a marvelous way to do a
little traveling. I'll ask my Hawkbrother friend to magic us up to the north

and back, and it won't take any tine at all

You wouldn't!: Warrl said in horror. He hated the Gates, though he and Tarna
had only needed to use them once before, when the Hawkbrother nmage she and
Ket hry had rescued had asked for sone assistance in tracking a weird Pelagir
beast and bringing it to bay.

Tar ma chuckl ed under her breath.

The Bard's face lit up as brightly as the sun at high sumer. "You can?" he
excl ai med.

A plan was rapidly forming in her mnd, and she turned to Kethry. "You won't
need ne back here until the trek to the Plains for the sumer, will you?" she
asked.

Ket hry shook her head. "Not that | can imagine- and until then, the rains
shoul d keep the childrens' mayhemto a m ni nrum"

"Good! Try and keep themout of the village, will you? They'|ll probably all

try and do sonmething to match Jadrie's new horse if you don't. I've got a
notion to see how our old friend Roald is doing, and a run will do Warrl a
worl d of good." She smiled naliciously as Warrl made a sound of inarticul ate
protest. "I hope you haven't unpacked your things, Bard Lauren; we'll have to

leave in the norning if we want to get to your Forst Reach by spring plow ng."

The Bard pl aced one hand over his heart and bowed to her formally. "Swordl ady,
a Bard can al ways be on the road at a nonment's notice-and if you can sol ve
Lord Kenoc's problem | will be eternally grateful and at your service for as



| ong as you pl ease."
She chuckl ed. "Save your gallantries, ny friend, and prepare for a hard ride."

Tarma had to give the nman credit; he endured the difficult journey w thout a
single conplaint. He weathered the passage of a Gate from one Hawk- brot her
Vale to another farther north, right on the Border of Valdemar, and he put up
with the ride by horseback afterward, in spite of the fact that they rose in
the dark and didn't |ook for beds until well after nightfall, or that the rain
drenched them every single furlong of the trip eastward. "I've ridden wth
Heralds a fewtinmes," was all he said, and of the three of them Tarma was the
only one who had any vague idea of what that night mean. She knew what

Conpani ons were-and if they were capable of the sorts of endurance wonders she
suspected they were, then the Bard was a tough trooper indeed.

As one of the few Shin"a'in to | eave the Plains, Tarma had nore contacts anong
t he Hawkbrot hers than nost of her kin, and partnering with a sorceress had
given her a certain stolidity about magic. Her two friends were used to
war - magi ¢, and al though the Gate excited a little curiosity in them they
weren't terribly startled by it. It was the Bard Tarma expected trouble from

But strangely enough, it was alnost as if his nind went blank fromthe tine
they entered the Vale to when they crossed the Val denar Border. He literally
did not renmenber how they had gotten there. And if Tarma had been inclined to
worry about such things, that nenory | apse would have seriously bothered
her - but know ng t he Hawkbrothers as she did, she suspected they had diddl ed
with the man's nmind to make himforget them and she had no particul ar
objection to such meddling.

Beaker and Jodi were |l ooking forward to this job at Forst Reach, and had

i Mmediately fallen into the old habit of |ooking to her as their conmander

She had nore experience than they did at handling entrenched behavi or probl ens
in horses, but she had every confidence, not only in them but in their
mounts. G acel ess and Hopel ess were as ugly as their names inplied, but they
were alnost as intelligent as a battl esteed, and had been trained for just
this sort of situation. Wat Jodi and Beaker couldn't handle, their nares

coul d.

And for the really difficult customers-which would probably be the stud

stal lions-Tarma had both Ironheart and Hel | sbane. She rode the former, and the
Bard and his nmeager pack and hers were gingerly perched atop the latter,

t hough Tarma had to give Hel |l sbane special commands before the battl esteed
woul d permt a stranger to ride. Warrl rode on his pillion pad behind Tarna.

This strange little caval cade clattered up the I ane to the Ashkevron Manor
just as the wind, which had been bl owi ng steadily out of the north, suddenly
turned and canme fromthe sout hwest.

They were met at the door of the Manor by the Lord hinsel f, whose first words
were for Lauren, although he couldn't quite keep his startled gaze off Tarma
and her conpanions. "By the gods, Lauren, we missed you this winter, and your
nmysterious letter was no conpensation! Where in all the hells were you?"

"Fi nding you that help for your spring plowing problem old friend," Lauren
said wearily, but with a wide smle at the shock and surprise on Lord Kemoc's
craggy face. "May | present to you ny friends the Swordl ady Tarma shena

Tal e sedrin of the Shin-'"a'in, and her two conpatriots, Jodi n'Ai ker and
Beaker Bownman, of Rethwellan?"

"A Shin"a'in?" Lord Kenoc's eyes nearly bulged out of his face, but he



recovered quickly. "You're right wel come to Forst Reach, Ladies, Gents-" He
| ooked somewhat at a |oss for sonething to say, but his | ady-w fe was under no
such difficulty.

"Come in, you're soaked to the skin and no doubt tired to the bone," she said
firmy. It was obvious that although she was at a | oss as to what their rank
and status might be, she was taking them at face value as Lauren's "friends"
and ranking themas his equals at least. "You need dry clothing, a good neal,
and a warm bed, and anything else can wait until norning," she concluded, wth
a warni ng gl ance at her spouse.

He, wi se man, imediately gave way before her; Tarma was not going to argue
ei ther.

The | ady herself showed themto three roons, all in arow, with doors on a
comon corridor. Tarnma

was in the first, and cheerfully dropped her pack on a bench at the foot of

the bed. Neither large nor small, neither |uxurious nor sparse, her roomhad a
confortabl e-1 ooki ng bed, a chair, and the bench, with a washstand and a mirror
on one wall in the way of furnishings. Afire burned cheerfully in the small
fireplace on one wall, and there was glass in the wi ndow that |ooked out over

the [ ane they had just ridden up.

Warrl sighed, and curled up on the hearth rug. .7 wonder how the lady plans to
solve the riddl e of where to seat us at dinner?:

"She won't be seating you anywhere, Furface,"
t apped on the door.

Tarma | aughed, just as soneone

Like a miracle, there were two servants, one with covered dishes on a
tray-whi ch neatly solved the question of how the | ady was going to puzzle out
their ranks-and one with water and a bow of neat trinmmngs for Warrl

Tarma was inclined to be nore anused than of fended at their hostess's neat

si dest eppi ng of protocol. She got a dry tunic and breeches out of her pack and
changed into them draped her wet clothing on the mantle to dry, and left her
boots off, wiggling her toes in the warmfur of the rug beside her bed as she
sat down to denolish the dinner that Lady Ashkevron had supplied her

"I hate to admit this, but | prefer this to facing two dozen strangers al
staring and trying to pretend they aren't," she told Warrl, once a taste had
assured her that the savory portion of neat pie would not have to be put to
rewarm beside the fire

You'll get your staring eyes soon enough. Tonight the Bard will let the Lady
know you're fit for the Hi gh Table, and everyone will be able to stare at you
as much as they want,: Warrl said, a trifle maliciously. He still hadn't

forgiven Tarma for the Gate.
Her hi gh good hunor was too strong to let a little jibe like that affect her

She put her tray outside the door and trotted down the hall to check on Beaker
and Jodi. As she had expected, Jodi had sinply noved in wth Beaker rather
than trying to make herself understood, figuring that their hosts would get
the correct idea when only one roomwas in use. Jodi was just finishing her
own di nner; Beaker had inhaled his and was exani ning one of the half dozen
books that graced a little desk in their room

"Wsh | could read this," he said wistfully, as he put it down and noved to



join Tarma and his partner in the door of his room "I can speak a bit of
their lingo, but the witing' s beyond ne."

"You aren't going to have tine to read,"” she told him "At |least not for the
next couple, weeks. Did you see the size of the stables as we rode in? Figure
on the sheer nunber of problemchildren they' ve got!"

Whi | e Beaker sat down on the hearth rug beside Warrl, using himas a backrest,
Jodi's eyes lit up. Jodi was never happier than when she was wor ki ng.

"I speak the | anguage pretty well, so just let ne translate for now " Tarma
went on, sitting tailor fashion on the bed so that Jodi could take the chair.
"I'f we do well here-tell you what, this just mght be the | ong-term position
you were | ooking for. It's obvious they don't know a thing about

horse-tal king, or they wouldn't be having the difficulty that they are."

Jodi nodded, pursing her lips. "This is all speculation, of course, but I'll
bet that though their foundation stud did have a miserable disposition, the
only thing wong with their current crop is that they're too intelligent. They
know t hey can get away with m sbehaving, so they do. These horses are spoiled,
that's what's wong with them™

Beaker snorted. "Hellfires, they' re expected to m sbehave! Expect anything out
of a horse, and you'll probably get it!"

Tarma grinned, pleased with herself and them "The big question is, how do you
want to play this? Do we denystify our hosts, or do we play this up as sone
sort of singular mnd-magic?"

Beaker chuckl ed, and ran his hand through his short crop of graying hair. "W
don't demnystify them unless we decide we don't want to stay here-and right
now, | wouldn't nmind settling here for the rest of ny life!"

On that cheerful note, the three of them parted conpany, and Tarma stretched
hersel f out beneath a thick wool en bl anket with every feeling of contentnent.

But the shrill trunpeting of a stallion woke her at dawn, and sent her
tunmbling out of that warm confortable bed with a great deal nore eagerness
and ent husi asm t han she had expected. She followed her nose to the kitchen
where an intimdated servant gave her hot bread and milk, and then foll owed
her ears to the stables, where a battle royal was in progress. And quick as
she had been, Jodi and Beaker were there waiting for her

So was Lord Kenoc, and she took charge of the situation i mediately.

"Whoa-up!" she shouted at the two stabl ehands struggling to get the
recal citrant beast into harness. "Leave offl!l"

Startled, they obeyed; she marched up and seized the reins of the horse, a
gel ding, |ooking himover quickly to judge his age and guess at the anmpunt of
behavi oral danage she was going to have to undo. "Stubborn, aren't you, ny

| ad?" she nurnured, seeing that he was no nore than three with a touch of
relief. "Well, I"'mnot surprised. But you aren't getting away with this
nonsense anynore."

The horse | ooked at her and snorted, as if daring her to make hi m behave. She
| aughed, somewhat to the Val demaran's surprise. "Lord Kenoc, are these horses
ever in harness except at plow ng tinme?"

"No-" cane the answer.



She shrugged. "Well, then-what you've got is two problens. The first is that
these fell ows never get a chance to understand what their job's all about. You
shove theminto harness, then they get sonething chasing at their heels for a
fortnight or so, then you rumthem| oose again. The other problemis that you
need to speak their |anguage."

Kermoc's nouth literally dropped open. "We- what?" he spluttered.

"You need to speak their |anguage," she replied firmy. "You're trying to
break them when they're too spirited and too intelligent to be broken, then
when they m sbehave, you give up. You just need to talk to them and nmake them
understand that good things happen when they behave thensel ves. Beaker, show
hi m how to handl e a youngster like this one- |I doubt he's got too much to

unl earn. "

Beaker took the halter of the gelding and led himinto a small encl osed
exerci se yard. Over the course of the norning, he worked what to the

Val dermar an probably seenmed |like a miracle. Using nany of the same techni ques
that Jadrie had used in tamng her new filly, he soon had the gel di ng standi ng
pl aci dly under his harness. But then, instead of hitching himimediately to a
pl ow, Beaker wal ked behind him guiding himwith the reins as if he were

pl owi ng, but without the plow in place; he kept |ooking back at Beaker in
puzzl ement, but instead of punishing himfor stopping, Beaker sinply gave him
encour agenent. Once the gelding was used to taking his orders from behind,

i nstead of being ridden, Beaker got him accustomed to pulling against a

wei ght- hinmsel f, | eaning agai nst the harness. Only then did he attach a sack
full of gravel to the harness and guide himaround the yard until he was
confortable with the idea of pulling agai nst sonething and have that

"somet hing" right at his heels. Every time the horse began to act up, Beaker
went back to the begi nning-showi ng the horse that his behavior was not proper
to herd etiquette, rather than punishing him

Tarma expl ai ned what he was doi ng each step of the way, stressing that it was
as inportant to act on what the horse was trying to tell his handler as it was
to get the horse to do what you wanted, but as she expected, the Val denarans
assuned that this was some sort of magic rather than sinple commbn sense and
observation. By the time they broke for a little lunch, Lord Kenbc and his

st abl ehands were just about convinced that Beaker was using something akin to
a Herald's Gfts. Tarma overheard them nuttering about "m nd-speech" and

"ani mal m nd-speech,” and had to stifle her grin.

They took a short break for a little | unch-eaten,

Tarma noted, in a common group that included Lord Kenbc. That boded wel |l for
Jodi and Beaker's future. Afterward, she instructed the stabl ehands to bring
in fresh horses two at a tinme. One by one, Jodi and Beaker took the youngest
of the geldings into the exercise yard and ran them through the training
routine, only turning themover to the plowren when they were sure that the
hor ses under st ood what they were being asked to do. By then, Lauren was nearly
besi de hinmself with delight, and Lord Kenbc was eyeing the three outl anders as
i f he suspected them of far nore power than they were denonstrating.

"I still don't understand how you're doing this," he said, "but 1'd be a foo
to argue with the results. What next?"

"Next, while Beaker and Jodi keep on with the geldings, | deal with the mares
with foal s-or rather, | deal with the foals,"” Tarma said firnly.

The mares were easy enough to harness up-they were used to being in harness,



since they pulled carts and other farminplenents all year |ong when they
weren't in foal. They were al so not used to being allowed free rein to their
annoyance. It was the foals thenselves that were the problem and that problem
was solved rather easily. Whenever one tried to nip, Tarma nmaneuvered quickly
so that it nipped its nother instead of the human. Mther reacted predictably,
with a squeal and a | ashing hind hoof, or by turning to nip her youngster, and
the foal was punished for its behavior by the authority it respected, in a way
that it understood, and in a way that did not leave it with a fear of the
human.

"Now, let the foals wal k al ongside while you plow," she instructed the

pl omren. "Don't try to separate themfromtheir nothers at this age; they
aren't going to tranple the plowed earth the way an adult would, and once they
understand that nother isn't going to be taken fromthem you won't have any
nore trouble with them Stop when they need to nurse; they won't take that
long. On the whole, | suspect they'Il cone to enjoy this as a new kind of
gane. "

That brought themto the end of the first day; fully half of the nares and a
quarter of the geldings had worked calmy in harness, and al though far fewer
horses were out plow ng, far nore had gotten acconplished on this first day
than ever had before. Furthernore, no one had been injured! Lord Kenoc was
beside hinmself with joy, and insisted on having all three of them beside him
at the head table, displacing his wife and two of his children. Fortunately,

t hose displaced didn't mnd in the least and sinply added to the chatter; the
whole famly seened to be good-tenpered and far |ess concerned with rank than
Tarma had expected. When Lord Kenoc | earned that the three of them had served
in a nercenary conpany, he was full of questions, and with Tarma transl ati ng,
Jodi and Beaker soon had the table roaring with laughter with some of their
stories.

:They're doing well,: Warrl observed, fromhis place with the famly
wol f hounds next to the fire at the end of the great hall. -.They' re making
t hensel ves well-1iked as well as respected.

What do you think of this place? she thought to him Do you think they'd suit
her e?

:1 think they'd fit in like a hand into a well-made glove,: VWarrl replied.
-.Lord Kenoc's people are well-fed and content with their overlord, and no one
here seens to stand too nuch upon rank and class.: There was anusenent in his
next thoughts. ;1 did overhear some of the stabl ehands though-they think Jod
and Beaker had it "easy" today. Tonorrow they'll get the ol der gel dings, the
difficult cases, and the ungel ded mal es. They don't think horse-talking is
going to work.:

Well, they're right, but we have nore than one trick up our sleeves, don't we?
she replied, just as amused as Varrl

The next day proved the truth of what Warrl had heard. After Tarma reassured
the foals that today would be just like yesterday, and Jodi and Beaker coaxed
the young geldings into their harness and plows, the first of the "hard cases"
was brought out, rearing and kicking. It took two men to hold him one on

ei ther side, and even then he wasn't what Tarma woul d have considered to be
"under control ."

Jodi took one | ook, and turned around and went into the stable, but before
Lord Kenoc's nen could do nore than begin to chuckle at her "cowardice," she
had returned, with G acel ess and Hopeless in a very special triple harness.



"This lad has a lot to unlearn,” Tarma expl ained, as Jodi and Beaker replaced
Lord Kenoc's two nmen-and Warrl rose up out of the shadows beside the stable to
approach the horse fromthe front. Never having seen a kyree, the horse
started and tried to shy, all of its attention on the possible threat and none
of it on Jodi or Beaker. As Warrl slowy stal ked toward the horse, it backed
up willingly, and before the gel ding knew what was happening, it was between
Gracel ess and Hopel ess. Quicker than thought, Jodi and Beaker buckl ed the
gelding into the harness and Beaker took up the reins as Jodi stood aside.

Warrl turned and | oped away, out of sight, and the gel ding woke to its
situation. Predictably, it inmediately tried to kick and rear

Gracel ess and Hopeless didn't nip and didn't kick-instead, they |eaned. They
wer e heavier than the gelding and a half a hand taller, and as they |eaned
toward each other, the gelding was held i nmmobil e between them They remai ned
that way until he stopped fighting, then they shifted their weight again,
freeing him

He seened very surprised and unsure of what to do; Jodi clucked to the two
mares, and they noved forward a few steps, bringing the gelding perforce with
them Now he resuned his bad behavior-and they |l eaned into himagain. Alittle
harder this time, squeezing a bit of breath out of him

Jodi took the three into the yard and put themthrough the same paces as
bef ore, whil e Beaker watched. The Val demarans didn't watch, they stared, with
t hei r nout hs droppi ng open

Tarma took the opportunity to get Lord Kenoc aside. "Wat's the hardest case
you have?" she asked.

"A gelding that stood at stud for a while, and thinks he's still whole," Kenoc
replied, nmopping his browwth a cloth.

"Bring himout," she told him and went to get Hellsbane and Ironheart.
The chestnut gelding in question needed four men on him squealing and
sweat i ng, he fought every inch of the way.

Bad, or just angry and confused? | can't tell. There was always a percentage
of horses in an inbred Iine like this that were just-crazed. The only way to
tel

for certain would be to work himw th Hell sbane and | ronheart.

"Turn himloose in that yard," she said, pointing to a smaller, ring-shaped
exerci se yard. The nmen | ooked at her as if she was crazy herself, but did as
she asked.

The gel ding entered the yard ki cking and bucki ng, and soon had rid hinsel f of
every bit of harness except his halter. That was fine with Tarma; she didn't
want anything getting in the way. She let himrun and buck in circles for a
while to wear hinself out; when he finally stopped, so drenched with sweat he
| ooked bl ack, she whistled softly to the two warsteeds, and calmy wal ked into
the yard while the stabl ehands hissed in surprise.

As she had hal f expected, the gelding charged her; it was a sham charge-t hough
if she'd turned to run, he'd have chased her right out of the yard. |nstead,
she stood her ground with the warsteeds on either side of her, and he stopped
short, snorting with surprise.



"Now, ny lad," she said calmy to him "you've been allowed to get away with a
| ot of bad habits, and we're going to civilize you."

He snorted and danced at the sound of an unfamiliar voice, arrogance in every
line of him You can't tame ne! his attitude said, as plain as if he could
speak. I'ma Stud! I'ma King! | can do anything | want!

Then his attention turned to the warsteeds, and his nostrils flared, taking in
their scent. They weren't in season, but that wouldn't matter to a gel di ng who
t hought he was still potent. His ears came up, and he arched his neck. Mares!

said his body | anguage. Grls of ny dreans! Don't 1 inpress you? Aren't | won-

derful? 1'"'ma Stud! Conme over here, and I'll show you just how Studly | am
I ronheart yawned, Hellsbane snorted in contenpt. Both | ooked to Tar nma.

"He needs tam ng, |adies,’
| essons. "

she told themin Shin-"a'in. "Go give himhis

I ronheart shook her head and anbled forward, with Hell sbane half a | ength
behind. Both of themwere a full two hands taller than this woul d-be stud, and
correspondi ngly heavier, but what mattered to the gelding was that they were
nar es.

He curveted toward Ironheart, dancing sideways, quite clearly intending to
mount . But he kept an eye on her teeth, just in case she took a notion to bite
him Mich to his shock, she neither bit nor allowed himto nount her; instead,
she sidestepped, neatly maneuvering out of his way.

More determ ned now, he pursued her, which was exactly what she wanted. After
a few feints, she had himpositioned right where she wanted hi m bet ween
hersel f and Hel | shane.

At that noment, Hell sbane dosed in before he could nove out of the way,
sandwi chi ng hi m between the two warsteeds as neatly as if he'd been harnessed
there.

Gracel ess and Hopel ess coul d not have maneuvered a | oose horse |like this, but
war steed mares were quite used to handling herd-studs this way when they got
out of hand. This was the way they kept their woul d-be mates in |ine when they
weren't in season or didn't particularly care for their hopeful mate. This was
just as well, given the training that warsteeds had in conmbat. |If they hadn't
been able to

handl e unwanted mates in a nonvi ol ent manner, there woul d be serious damage
done every spring.

This was what G acel ess and Hopel ess had been trained to do with a harnessed
horse. They thensel ves were of Shin'a'in breeding, but froma small herd

dedi cated to produci ng working farm horses, a herd carefully preserved as one
of the warsteed foundation |lines. Wen problens showed up in a warsteed
breedi ng herd, the stallion was put to one of these mares, and the resulting
of fspring bred back into the warsteed herd. They weren't as intelligent as the
war st eeds, and certainly not as surefooted and quick, but by keeping this herd
of foundation-stock intact, the Shin'a'in prevented some of the problens that
cane w th heavy inbreeding.

When the gel ding found hinsel f wedged between the mares, he was astoni shed.
How di d this happen? said his ears and head. What's going on here? I'ma Stud!
And he tried to struggle | oose.



Ironheart flipped an ear. Ch, really? said her attitude, and just as G acel ess
and Hopel ess had done earlier, she and Hel | sbane | eaned toward each ot her

But they were not just trying to imuobilize this inmportunate young fellow,
they were going to teach hima | esson. They squashed hi m between them so hard
he couldn't nove at all

Not that he didn't try, every hair on his body erect with indignation. You
can't do this to ne! I'ma Stud! I'myour Master! You were born to serve ne!

Hel | sbane twi tched her nose. | don't think so, said her ears and tail, and she
| eaned har der.

In short order, the warsteeds had the gel ding squashed so firmy between them
that they had shoved all the breath out of him his eyes bulged |like

a fat frog's, and his hooves no | onger quite touched the ground. They let him
hang there for a nonment, then took sone of their weight off him allow ng him
to drop down between them

He stood there, panting, his head drooping, and quite clearly trying to figure
out what had gone wong. By now the yard was ringed with spectators, all of
them holding their breath to see what woul d happen next.

The gelding tried to get away twice nore; twi ce nore the warsteeds squashed
all the air out of him Finally, he gave up, and stood between the mares with
hi s head dropped down to his knees. Now it was Tarma's nove.

She approached himwith a bridle and bit in her hands; when he saw the hated
bridle, his head cane up and he tried to rear

But the nmares wouldn't let him G'nce again they closed in on him not
| eani ng, not yet, but making it very clear that if he acted in a way they
didn't approve of, they woul d.

Tarma approached his head with the bridle. He tossed his head out of the way.
The mares | eaned, just a little, then let their weight off him Tarma tried
again, patiently, until once again, he gave up, and she was able to get the
bit between his teeth and the bridle on him

Now was the trickiest part; getting the harness on. She went back to the
railing of the yard and collected it, then gave Hell shane a handsignal. The
mare noved out of the way, and the gelding eyed Tarma warily, but with new
respect. It was evident now to himthat Tarma was a nmenber of the herd, not
just one of those annoying two-legs. Mre than that, by the way that the

ot hers were obeying her and cooperating with her, she rmust be the | ead-nare!
This was a concept that left his poor head spinning.

Tarma wal ked calmy up to him and laid the harness on his back, just as
Beaker had done with the younger gelding. He, of course, imediately shook it
off. She did it again, he shook it off again. She put it back on for a third
time, and his head snaked around to snap at her.

Tried, rather, because before he could nove, Iron-heart had the back of his
neck in her strong, yellow teeth, and gave hima good, hard bite. He squeal ed
and tried to kick, but Hellsbane nipped his runp first.

He was every bit as intelligent as Lord Kenoc had clained for the breed; this
time, he didn't try to bolt, or bite-he stood there, shivering and thinking.



Tarma | aid the harness over his back; he left it there. She buckled it up; he
et her.

And now she did sonething he woul d never have expected; she praised him got
out a soft cloth and wi ped himdown, scratched all the places where sweat had
collected and dried, and which were itching himlike the sting of a horsefly.
Had he ever been praised and petted before?

Probably not, she decided, judging by the way he started and junped, then

roll ed back his eye to look at her with utter bewi |l derment. But he liked it,
oh nmy yes! He liked it a very great deal, leaning into her scratches, and even
rubbi ng his nose agai nst her tunic.

Spoiled rotten and too full of hinself, but not ms-trained, she decided with
satisfaction. This won't take long at all

She took the harness off him and the bridle, and Ilet himloose for a nonent,

t hen approached himw th the bridle again. OF course he wasn't going to |let
her put it on himnow that he'd gotten rid of it! But the warsteeds were ready
for that, and quickly had himneatly sandwi ched between them again, and this
time it didn't take nearly as long to get himbridl ed and harnessed.

By the end of the day she had himpulling a plow, harnessed between her mares.
If he shirked and didn't take his share of the |oad, they squashed him If he
tried to run away with the plow, they squashed him If, however, he behaved

hi nsel f, Tarma was there with a word of praise.

She was concentrating so hard on handling this horse that she conpletely
forgot about her audi ence, and when she brought the gelding back in to be put
up in his stall and fed, the stabl ehands treated her with a respect verging on

awe. "We'll have to work himbetween nmy mares for a few days," she told Lord
Kermoc, "But after that, he'll go all right for you this spring, and Beaker and
Jodi will be able to train himto saddl e and sell him afterwards-which

gat her you weren't able to do before.”
Lord Kenoc could only shake his head in wonder.

She and Beaker and Jodi worked with Lord Kemoc's horses for a week before al
of them were working properly in harness. By the end of the third day, Lord
Kemoc had voi ced delicate hints about their enploynent status, and by the end
of the week, he and Jodi and Beaker had successfully concl uded negoti ati ons

t hat gave them equal pay and status with Lord Kenoc's Waponsmaster. Tarnma was
com

pletely satisfied at that point; the worst of the horses had | earned proper
behavior, and with Jodi and Beaker in charge, fromnow on the foals would
never have a chance to | earn bad habits. The Ashkevron horses should be the
nost sought-after in the Kingdom

She and Hel | sbane and Ironheart rode into the gates of their own home just as
the spring rains began to break up. Jadrie rode up to neet her on her own
sweetly-tenmpered little mare, full of spirit and inpatient to be off to the
Dhori sha Pl ains for sunmer holiday. Over dinner that night, Tarma had the
whole famly in stitches over the story of the poor, squashed gelding with his
eyes bulging like a frog's.

Ket hry wi ped away tears of |aughter fromher eyes with a napkin. "So Jodi and
Beaker are safely ensconced, and Lord Kenoc's horses are all going to behave
t hensel ves fromnow on? |I'd say that was a successful ending to your



assignment! But you still haven't told us what you said to the Val demarans to
expl ain your training techniques-"

"Well, they probably still think it was magic, G eeneyes," Tarma told her with

a chuckle. "But what | told themwas the truth."”

"And what was that truth?" Jadrek asked.

Tarma grinned. "That it was just the proper application of peer pressure.”
QATHBLOCD

Here is where |'ve gotten to put together a bit of what life is like at the
schools, and why the partners aren't rolling in gold when their reputation
shoul d ensure that they get plenty of clients. Better quality than quantity,
as Tarma would say. |'massuming that the pupils all go hone in the sumer for
a long vacation that corresponds with the growi ng and harvesting seasons, and
take a briefer vacation over Mdw nter Holidays, if they live near enough to
make it feasible. Cbviously, for this story, all of themdid.

Tarma wat ched her two favorite pupils enter the ring-a sinple circle of paint
on the floor of the salle-with a critical eye. The first, a bl onde whose hair
was confined in a tail and bound with a bright blue headband, stood about even
with Tarma's chin, but the second, whose dark nmane was plaited in tw braids
wound severely around her head, was even shorter. It wasn't often that Jadrie
faced off against an opponent smaller and younger than she; at the age of

twel ve, Kethry's el dest daughter was nore likely to find herself paired with
Tarma's ol dest pupils, two and three years her senior and correspondingly
taller. Jadrie was by no neans an extraordinary fighter by Shin'a'in
standards, but she was quite good, and she had been tutored by Tarma fromthe
time she first evidenced an aptitude and interest in warrior-training. That
had been at the tender age of four-though naturally she had not been given
weapons, even practice weapons, until she was eight and had al ready
denonstrat ed steadi ness and responsibility by tam ng and training her first
horse. Myst of Tarma's pupils never had the benefit of such early training, so
Jadrie was naturally far in advance of even some nuch ol der than she.

Kira was the exception to that; her father, the now Archduke Tilden, King
Stefan's forner Horsemaster, gave his children access to some surprising
teachers. At the age of three, on the sound principle that taking | essons wth
a former entertainer would be play rather than work, Kira and her twin sister
had gotten a retired professional acrobat and contortionist as a tutor, and at
six, along with the usual schooling, |essons given by a professional dancer
had been added. At eight, on her own initiative, Kira had begun training with
her father's Waponsmaster, and now, at ten, she and her twin were here, with
Tarma, Kethry, and Jadrek

But Kira and her twin Merili were both extraordinary children, each in her own
f ashi on.

They were not identical twins; in fact, if they had not been born at the sane
time, their rather often joked that he woul d have suspected his w fe of sone
infidelity. Ash-blonde Merili was as delicate and fem nine as her nother, but
with her father's eyes, although in Merili the expression was of sweetness and
utter innocence-Kira was tough, wiry, tall for her age, with straight brown
hair and eyes of an incredible violet that had never appeared in either famly
to anyone's know edge.

But unusual things happened in their famly; Til-den had seen nore than enough
not to worry about inconsistency in hair and eye color. Shortly after Kethry



and Jadrek had wed, Tilden had nmarried a fornmer bodyguard, who, despite her
frail appearance, had nore than once broken the necks of assassins with her
bare hands. Her early training had begun with acrobatics and dance; hence, she
had seen to it that her daughters had at |east that rmuch in the way of

physi cal school i ng.

But Kira had sonething nore than nere training; she was a prodi gy, the kind of
student every teacher prays to have once in his or her life.

Merili was a graceful dancer and |oved the art, was already an acconplished
needl ewoman, was fascinated with | anguages and had a strong interest in
herbal i sm She couldn't have been nore unlike Kira, but the bond between them
was unbr eakabl e; and where her twin went, there she was. So when the Archduke
enrolled Kira in Tarma's school for woul d-be young warriors, Merili had cone
al ong. She worked out in physical exercises with her sister and the rest of
Tarma' s students, studied nonmagi cal courses with Kethry's students, and
continued other studies with Jadrek, getting as fine an education here as she
would with her private tutors. Tilden had al ready had several marriage offers
for her, but Merili had already met the el dest son of the Queen of Jka-tha,
and the two had fornmed an early attachment so strong that many suspected it to
be a |ifebond. What with the Archduke's hol dings already |ying on the

Ret hwel | an- Jkat ha border, and the King of Rethwel-lan wanting very much to
strengthen ties between the two countries, the match seemed an ideal one. So
al t hough a formal betrothal had not been announced, it was very, very likely
that Prince Al bayah would wed Merili as soon as both canme of age.

"And 1'll go as Merili's bodyguard,"” Kira always chinmed in, whenever the
subj ect cane up

It seemed to Tarma that there could be no better solution to the Archduke's
surfeit of girl-children. There was one ol der than the twins (already making a
nane for herself as a scholar) and three younger, one of whomwas likely
mage-tal ented, though at the tender age of three it was difficult to say how
tal ent ed.

And why not? Being a bodyguard certainly runs in the famly, Tarma thought, as
she watched Kira and Ja-drie testing each other in the circle. Jadrie was
havi ng sonme difficulty adjusting herself to an opponent so much smaller than
she, but Kira far outstripped anyone el se her age, and Tarma didn't trust any
of the older (exclusively male) pupils to keep their tenpers when a child so
very much younger scored a touch on them They could accept Jadrie scoring
points; they could always salve their pride by telling thensel ves that she'd
had the benefit of Tarma's schooling since the cradle. But Kira (supposedly)
had no nore advantages than they, and that made losing to her triply painful
The current crop of students ol der than Jadrie were all noble-born-it would be
a lucrative season for the school-and they found it hard to forget that pride
has no place in the training-ring.

:Or outside it,: Varrl added, echoing her thoughts. :But this is their first
season with us; after the holidays and a thorough lecture or two fromtheir
fathers' \Wap-onsnasters, they'l|l cone back in a properly hunble frane of

m nd. :

True, Furface, she thought back at him chuckling to herself. She intervi ewed
the parents of prospective students very carefully, and at holiday tinme sent
hone letters of evaluation and instruction tined to reach the parents at about
the sane tine the students did. This year's ot wasn't bad, but the ol der boys
all shared the regrettable certainty that their age and sex neant superiority
in the ring over younger, smaller, or femal e opponents. Tarma's letters of
instruction this year carried an adnonition about that-and the caution that



underestimating a smaller or femal e opponent could get them seriously dead if
they were pernitted to hold onto that del usion

These were all ol dest sons, extrenely precious to their famlies (or they
woul dn't be here), and it was unlikely that the parents would ignore Tarma's
adnoni ti on.

And if they did-or attenpts at correction didn't "stick"-there was always the
second season to knock sone sense into them They would be here for at |east
two seasons, and naybe nore, and none of Tarma's pupils ever cherished such
ridi cul ous notions past the second season

She privately felt that it was doing Jadrie good to have a little conpetition
from someone other than her siblings. It was al so doing her good to have not
one, but two girlfriends. She'd begun showi ng nore interest in things besides
fighting and riding, rmuch to Kethry's relief. Tarnma was | ooking forward to
having the twins here for at |east another three or four years, and so was
Jadri e.

She checked Jadrie, who was about to land a blow, with an adnonition of
"Jadrie-high." Jadrie flushed, and signaled for a rest. Kira grounded her
point, and Jadrie turned to her teacher

"Ha'shin, I'"'mhaving a ot of trouble with that," she said, honestly, giving
Tarma the Shin'a'in honorific that meant "teacher." "Wat do you do when your
opponent is so nuch shorter than you are? She's scored five times on nme, and
I've only managed once!"

"Four-" Kira corrected. "That rib cut wasn't nore than a graze; if these had
been real, | wouldn't even have marked your armor, so it hardly counts."

Jadri e gave her friend a quick glance of gratitude, then turned her attention
back to Tarma

Tarma | ooked both girls over, and decided that they'd had a good enough bout
that she could legitimately give thema rest. Both of themwere panting, and
Jadrie's face was sweat-streaked. "Good question, and tinme for a
denonstration,” Tarma told them then raised her voice. "Justin, as soon as
you're ready to break, | can use you. Denonstration tine."

Justin Twobl ade, who was sparring with one of the ol der boys, waved his free
hand i n acknow edgnent. Three nmoves later, and the boy was di sarned; as he
shook his stinging hand, Justin strolled over to Tar-ma's ring, waving his
hand to summon all of his pupils to come watch the denonstration

"Jadrie wants to see how sonmeone works against a rmuch snal |l er opponent,” Tarma
told him Justin nodded, and his craggy features showed none of the anmusenent
Tarma knew he felt at the nonent.

"As long as we're going at quarter-speed, Sword-sworn," he replied, his face
as sober as a priest's. "I remenber the tinme three seasons ago when you used

I kan in the sane denonstration. You may be Sworn to chastity, but |'ve barely
begun nmy famly."

Tarma suppressed a grin. "All right, for Estrel's sake |I'l|l spare you," she
sai d, and went down on one knee, then on guard. This put her head just about
at Justin's beltline, which shoul d have been a handi cap for her-but as she

t hen denmonstrated, even at one-quarter speed, she still made Justin work to
defend hinself and score on her



But what she wanted her students to watch was what Justin did, not her-for
even Kira mght one day have to defend agai nst soneone smaller than herself.
When she grounded her point, signaling the end of the bout, she saw w th
satisfaction that both girls had their eyes still |ocked on Justin's hand and
Wi st.

She wi ped sweat from her forehead with her free hand, and Justin extended his
to help her to her feet. "Jadrie and Kira, another bout, now that you've seen
a denonstration,"” she directed. "Justin, if you' d supervise them please, I'llI
take Larsh, Hesten, and Bel-ton and work on those disarnms and counters."

Since Hesten was the young man that Justin had just disarmed, the other
instructor let a brief grin flicker over his face when the aforenenti oned
students couldn't see it. That was a conmon tactic anong the three

i nstructors; when one had administered a rebuke in the formof a painful

def eat, one of the others would take over that student and work with him so
that the student didn't have the incentive to try and get back at the
instructor. She'd seen this one comng for the |last few days; Hesten was good
on of fensive work, but seened to think that the best defense was a good

of fense. She judged that he'd need a couple nore |l essons to get over that
particular fault, and she and Justin would have to take turns in adninistering
those | essons.

She'd hired both Justin Twobl ade and his partner |kan Dryvale the second year
t he school had been in operation. She and Kethry had known the pair for years,
and had known that they were steady enough in tenper to be trusted with young
students. lkan currently was out running the rest of the students around the
obstacl e course; he had all of the younger boys today, since he had a knack

wi th the youngest pupils that was only matched by Tarma hersel f. To avoid
creating the appearance of "favorites" and to keep their students on their
toes, the three instructors switched pupils on a regul ar basis and an

i rregul ar schedule, just as young Shin'a'in children were taught.

So Tarma resolutely kept her attention on the three ol dest boys and paid no
heed to what Justin was doing with Jadrie and Kira. Hesten was still smarting
fromhis defeat, both physically and nmentally, and she worked to get himand
the other two back to the business at hand.

But they were all distracted, and Hesten clearly resented the fact that "his"
i nstructor had gone to help nmere girls.

"Look," she finally said with exasperation, "Hesten, just what do you think
you're here for?"

The boy | ooked at her with a touch of arrogance shaded with suspicion. "You're
teachi ng ne swordsmanshi p-" he began, but she cut himoff.

"Wong," she said with finality. "I’
Justin. There's a difference.”

m t eachi ng you how to stay alive. So is

"But-" the boy | ooked ready to start an argunent, but once again Tarma cut him
of f.

Tinme for the annual Lecture, | think
"No Touts' about it," she said flatly. "I've spoken at |length with your
parents. | know what they want fromme, and | know what | told them the kind

of training that | could give you." She nmoved in closer with every word. "As a
boy, your father had the best training with highly-recomended instructors,



and is a fine swordsnman-and a rotten fighter. And he knows it. He can perform
every pretty nmove in the catalog, and can't defend hinself agai nst a comon
mere with a pike. That's why he linps now, and if he hadn't been | ucky enough
to get into the hands of a real Healer, he wouldn't have been around to sire
you. "

Hesten's eyes went wide with shock; evidently his father had not discussed
that particular nmoment in his life with his son

Tarma continued without pity. "I know what happened, because | was there and
saw it happen, when we all put King Stefanson on the throne. He wants you to
have the advantage that he didn't- training with real fighters, not

swor d- dancers-so that if Rethwellan needs your sword, you stand a decent
chance of com ng home intact. Do you understand ne?"

That | ast sentence was spoken from a distance of nere thunb-lengths as she
stared down into the boy's eyes, and saw the first flickers of respect-and
yes, fear. She backed off a little, and | ooked at all three of the boys. "Just
what do you know about ne?"

Hesten | ooked at his two fellows, and took it upon hinmself to answer, putting
on a bravado to cover his betrayal of fear. "You're a Shin'a'in barbarian
there's some songs and tales that m ght be about you, but you never said

anyt hing, and neither did ny father, but if you really were with the
rebel l'i on-"

Tarma smiled crookedly, a smle with no trace of hunor. "I was | earning
swordwork as early as Jadrie, and 1'd killed my first man when | was j ust
about your age, Larsh. That, by the way, is not a boast, and it was not in a
fair fight. And sonmeday, if you deserve to hear it, I'll tell you the whole
story. | was a freelance nere fromthe age of seventeen and a good one, and
believe ne, the stories you have heard about ne and Keth aren't but a quarter
of the truth. Justin and | kan have simlar histories."” Her snmile turned feral
"The reason you weren't told is because both your parents and |I know you boys
woul d have had one of two reactions-you' d either have disbelieved it, figured
it was boasting, and ignored what we tried to hanmer into you, or you would
have believed it and decided to prove you were better than us. Neither
reaction is conducive to | earning anything, which is why you are here-not to
prove that at your tender age you already know better than your teachers."

The boys all had the grace to | ook ashanmed. Larsh | ooked down at his feet.

"As to why your parents chose me-and J agreed to take you as students-it's
because they wanted sonet hing very specific for their firstborn sons. If you
are called on by your King to go to war, if you are forced to | ead your own
peopl e agai nst brigands or bandits, or if you are forced into a position where
you might fight to preserve your own life, you will have the best possible
training to neet those situations." She dropped her smile and | ooked stern
"And do you know why?"

Hest en shook his head.

"A mercenary knows only one trade-killing-and one goal-to stay alive to
collect his pay. No matter what you' ve heard, nost nmeres don't |ike killing,
so they make a point of being very, very good at it, and very efficient, so as
to get it over quickly. Mdst nmeres do |like being alive, so they make a point
of learning everything they can to stay that way. That includes a great many
things that are not considered 'fair play' by the standards of people |ucky
enough to have been bomin your rank and class." Hesten's nouth firmed in a
stubborn line; she knew he was the | eader of this group, and she would have to



convince himbefore the other two woul d see sense. He had unfortunately been
infected with that nobl e nonsense known as chivalry; hopefully not for so |ong
that he couldn't be cured of it.

"I'f and when you take the field in a battle, or if soneone deci des he doesn't
i ke you and sends an assassin out after you, that is the kind of person you
are going to have to defend yourself against. | know that. Justin and |kan
know that. Most inportantly, your parents know that, and that is why you are
all here. Wen you go home, you can take all the | essons you want with

fashi onabl e instructors, and learn pretty tricks to inpress your friends, but
when you are here, you'd better keep your nmind on the fact that we are going
to teach you howto stay alive, even if we have to half kill you to do it!"

Hesten | ooked even nore rebellious. "Ch, really now, |ady!" he objected.
"Assassi ns? Maybe where

you cone from but not here. Things like that just don't happen in civilized
[ ands |ike Rethwellan!"

She got sone unexpected support then, fromthe hitherto-silent Belton. "Yes
they do, Hesten," the boy snapped, then dropped his eyes before Tarma's.

Ch, really?
"Belton is right," she agreed, followi ng up on her advantage, quickly, before
Hesten coul d get over his surprise. "There are a ot of things that go on that
Ki ngs and Princes have no idea of. |I know for a fact of two people at least in
Ret hwel | an who are naking a very fine profit from assassi nati on. And when you
have bodyguards of your own, I'll make a point of giving themthat infornmation
so they'll know who to watch out for."

"Way not give it to us directly?" asked Larsh, surprised.

Once again, to her surprise, it was Belton who answered before she coul d.
"Because some day we might be tenpted to use it," he said, face totally
cl osed.

Hest en opened his nmouth to protest, then stared into Belton's eyes and | ooked
properly abashed. Bel-ton's eyes were opaque, and she couldn't read what was
in thembut she had the suspicion that what she had said had struck forcibly
hone with him Well, sooner or later he'd tell her; they all did. Kethry m ght
be the nore notherly in appearance, but sonehow nbst of the youngsters, the
boys especially, came to Tarma when they had fears that needed soothing or
confessions to nake. Perhaps it was sinply because they assuned that she woul d
never be shocked by anything they said.

"And, " she added, allow ng her voice to soften with good humor, "If we can
possi bly do so, we intend to nake sure we all have a good time while we're
doing this. Now, | just delivered this particular little lecture for a reason
In a couple of days, you'll be going back to your famlies for w nter
holidays. If you really and truly don't want to | earn what we have to teach
you have only to tell your parents, or us, and you won't have to cone back
here. I know this is a hard school -but we don't accept just anyone, and we
don't want someone here who doesn't want to be here. If you' re having trouble
wr appi ng your nind around the idea of being trained |Iike a comon-or perhaps |
shoul d say, uncomon nercenary, | can understand that. But bear in mnd that
you are not here as a punishment from your parents; you're all here because
they truly, deeply, profoundly care for your well-being."

Hestin bit his lip. "But we aren't exactly being trained |ike nercenaries, are



we?" he ventured. "I mean, we don't spend nore than half our time drilling and
all-"

Tarma nodded. "Right, exactly right. Your parents want a special education for
you, which is why you spend half your tine in classes with Jadrek which seem
to have nothing to do with fighting. You'll need them not only to mark you as
gent | emren of the highest order, but to nake you better-educated than any ot her
boys of your rank. If you stay, you'll not only be trained in persona

defense, but you'll eventually be trained in strategy, tactics, and comand,
with an eye to serving the King as commandi ng officers, should he need you."

She didn't miss the sudden flash of interest in Hesten and Larsh's eyes.

"You'll also be well-rounded and wel | - educat ed nobl emen, peopl e whose opi ni ons
are sought after, and who are taken seriously. People who are given high

of fice and great responsibility. And people who can take care, not only of

t hensel ves, but of those who depend on them no matter what the situation.”

Now she had Helton's full and unwavering interest, and the hooded eyes had
conme alive.

"But before that happens, you have a lot of work ahead of you." She paused,
and smled again. "You m ght be wondering why |I'm giving you this speech now,
i nstead of when you first came here. The reason is-now you' ve had a ful

season here, and you know what | nean by work. You've had the full experience,
as Keth would say. So-are you ready for three to four nore years of it?
There's no shane in saying you aren't suited to this, not everyone is, and
sometines parents aren't very good at judging what their children are suited
to. Hesten?"

"I"ll be back," the boy said shortly, but with nore than enough determ nation
and respect in his voice to please Tarna.

"Larsh?"

"Absolutely.” Mre anticipation than deternination; that was what she had
expected. Larsh woul d have made a good nercenary; he fit in here as well as
any boy she'd had.

"Belton?" she asked, turning to the third boy, and was a little surprised at
t he vehenmence of his reply.

"I'f they couldn't afford to pay you, 1'd work in the stable to stay here!"
cane the fervent answer, and she blinked a little at the passion in his voice.

Interesting. Deep water there.

:As you suspected, there's a tragedy in his background, mi ndsib: | can't get
anything nore specific than that. | suspect a beloved relative nay have been
the victimof a feud or sonmething of the sort.: Warrl seened very interested.
:1f he doesn't tell you about it before he | eaves, he will when he returns. He
has just decided to trust you conpletely.:

That corresponded with her feelings about the boy; that he had been hol di ng
somet hing back until this nmonent, testing her and his other teachers, |ooking
for-what? Sonme kind of flaw, she suspected. Watever it was, only he knew, but
she had no doubt she would find out.

"Now, back to work," she decreed. "There's still plenty of time before supper
and you haven't even broken into a good sweat yet!"



Supper was the best time of the day, so far as Tarna was concerned. Her pupils
and Keth's generally ate breakfast and | uncheon separately, because the

mage- students were on a slightly different schedul e and nenu. Her students
needed a great deal nore to eat than the nmage-students, and after rising at
dawn for a run and a session of strenuous physical exercise, began the day

wi th absol utely enornmous breakfasts, then restoked their furnaces with equally
enornous | uncheons and afternoon snacks. The schol ars and nage- st udents
required far less in the way of fuel, sone had decided on a purely vegetarian
regime for thenselves, and in any case, over-full stonmachs often got in the
way of mental concentration

But by the time Tarma's pupils cl eaned up, the mmge-students were al so
finished for the day, and everyone met together for supper and study or
anusenent afterward.

Al together, there were ten pupils in Tarma's school, a round dozen in Keth's,
and two that were pure scholars, being taught by Jadrek. One of those was
Kira's twin Merili, the other a "charity student” fromtheir own village, a
young boy who lived to learn. Jadrek intended to recomend himas Reth-wellan
Archivist-in-training when he finished with the child, the current Archivist
having no wife or children to follow him O Kethry's pupils, one was her own
son Jadrek, though it was likely he'd enploy his knowl edge as a Shin'a'in
shaman rather than a Wiite Wnds nage-the shamans being the only Shin'a'in
permtted to use magic. Only Jadrie was in Tarma's group; the twi ns Lyan and
Laryn were not particularly interested in fighting, and were learning only the
basi cs every Shin'a'in should know. Like Jadrie, they had decided early that
they wanted the Can and the Plains, but they were conmpletely horse-nad. On
their own initiative, during the sumer that followed the spring that Jadrie
had tamed her first horse, they had secretly picked a pair of two-year-olds
out of the Tale'sedrin herds and tamed them wi thout any help at all. The

Li ha'irden horse-herders had seen themat it, of course, but since they
weren't doing anything wong, they were allowed to carry out their plan. Tarma
privately suspected that the herders were very proud of the audaci ous young
twins, though if they'd begun to ruin the horses, they'd have been puni shed
for their audacity.

It was too soon to tell what the | atest baby, Jendar, was going to rumout to
be like-Tarma's only clue was that he shack by his nother's side during every
| esson, and only toddl ed off when she turned her hands to anything other than
magi c.

But with twenty-seven children of various ages crowded around the supper
table, the evening neal was a noisy and anusing affair. No rules of silence
were invoked, and the children were allowed to tal k about anything they

pl eased and for this one nmeal, eat or not eat whatever they liked. At the
begi nni ng of each season, there were always a few bellyaches when students
stuffed thensel ves with sweets-one surfeit usually cured them of further
fool i shness, especially when the next day brought no synpathy, and no break
fromlessons. The only iron-clad rule was that there were to be no food
fights. Tarma and Ket hry had both gone wi thout often enough that the idea of
wast ed food was intol erable. The one and only time that rule had been
chal | enged, Kethry's conbi ned sol ution and puni shment had been swi ft and

ef fective. The next day, she had scryed out a group of hungry
shepherd-children in the hills. Wen everyone gathered for breakfast, and the
savory meal was laid out on the sideboard-when nmouths were watering and
appetites roused-she transported every bit of that hot, tantalizing nmeal to
t hose children, and presented the school with what the children woul d have
eaten. Stale, hard bread and cheese rinds came as quite a shock to panpered
children of noble houses. She did the sane at |unch. At dinner, she nmade it



very clear that she was prepared to continue sending their food "to children
who appreciated it" if there was ever a repetition of the incident. The story
had been passed to every new student since then, by word of nmouth, and Tarma
had no doubt that it had grown in the telling. It certainly guaranteed that
there were no food fights again.

She noticed the three ol der boys had unbent and were treating Jadrie and Kira
nore as their equals than usual. This meant, of course, that instead of being
ignored, the girls cane in for teasing and surreptitious proddi ng and poki ng.
For a while, they seenmed to enjoy it, but when the sweet was served, they were
clearly beginning to |l ose their tenpers. She debated interfering, but Meril
beat her to it.

"Weren't there supposed to be some gentlenen at this table, besides our
teachers?" she asked Tarma pointedly, after a quick flash of a frown at Larsh.

"I thought so, but | haven't seen any," Tarma replied, hiding her anmusenent.

"That's too bad," Merili said with a dignity that was so funny Tarma nearly
spoi |l ed everything for her by laughing. "If there had been gentlenen here,

was going to ask themto cone riding with nme after dinner." She sighed and

| ooked only at Tarma. "Well, if any gentlenen appear, the invitation wll
still be there."

The three ol der boys secretly worshipped their "Little Princess," and that put
a stop to the tornenting. Al through dessert, they remained on their best
behavior, nmuch to the relief of the other two girls. None of themwanted to
fall under the Royal Disfavor, for Merili was as good-natured as she was
pretty, and never m nded hel pi ng when one of Ja-drek's |essons proved
difficult to conquer, or when somethi ng needed nendi ng or enbelli shing.

As usual, the children inhaled their sweets; before many nonents had passed,
they had all scattered to the four winds to ride, continue |last night's work
on a pair of snow forts, or run off the last of their energy in ganes, until a
candl emark before bathtime, when they would be herded to the library for

study. That left the adults al one except for the baby, and they |ooked at each
ot her, heaved a sigh of relief, and | aughed.

"Does it get noisier every year, or is it ny inmagination?" Jadrek asked,
pryi ng Jendar's chubby fingers off the handle of a knife, and giving the boy
his heavy silver bracelet to play with instead.

"OfF course it gets noisier every year; there are nore children every year,"

I kan Dryvale replied, wiggling his finger in his ear as if to clear his
hearing. "Even if you didn't take nore students, Kethry would be providing the
i ncrease herself!"

"Ch, cone now" Kethry |aughed. "You nake ne sound |ike a brood-hen!"

"I overheard you delivering the Lecture to the boys, Tarma," Justin
interjected. "How did they take it?"

"We'll have themall back after Mdwi nter," she was able to tell him wth
great satisfaction. "We'll still have to pound sense into their heads, but we
aren't going to be the eneny anynore.”

"Ch, really?" lkan's eyebrows arched. "I wasn't all that sure of young Hesten
There's a strong streak of rebellion in that one."

"There always is in the smart ones,"” Justin pointed out, refilling his cup



"It was Belton | wasn't certain of. He hasn't conpletely trusted us since the
day he arrived."

"Warrl says he does now," Tarma replied. Justin glanced over to the fireside,
where Varrl was finish-

ing his own dinner, and the kyree | ooked up and nodded in confirnmation

"Well, that's a relief,"” was all Justin said, and the conversation turned to
ot her topics and other students.

As the servants finished clearing the table, |leaving only the pitchers of
drink, Tarma sat back in her chair at the foot of the table and pondered her
"fam ly" with a feeling of conplete contentnent.

Justin | ooked far nore prosperous than he had in the old days; there were
threads of gray in his blond hair, and his face was craggi er, but other than
that he carried his age lightly. That m ght have been due to Estrel, his wife,
who sat beside himtheir baby Kethren was in the nursery asl eep, where Jendar
woul d be shortly. Estrel |ooked |ike what she was, a fresh-faced young
shepherdess of a nere seventeen. \Wat didn't show on the surface was a vast
know edge of herb-healing and mdw fery, a very shrewd and clever m nd, and an
utter devotion to Justin. She first saw Justin at the school, where she and
the other village younglings were taking short [essons in reading, witing,
and figuring from Jadrek, who gave those | essons gratis. She had al so been
apprenticed to the village mdw fe, and had naturally come into close contact
with Kethry.

Estrel had fallen in love with Justin i medi ately, and set about w nning him
for herself with a determination that surnounted each and every obstacle in
her path. She fit in very well here, and was in charge of the nursery when
Ket hry was busy with her own students.

Justin and Estrel sat in the mddle of the table on Tarma's right. |kan sat
across fromthemon the left.

H s anber hair betrayed no gray yet, and if soneone didn't know what to | ook
for, he could be mistaken for a plowman. He still had utterly innocent blue
eyes, and the face of a country-bred dolt straight out of the fields. That

m ght have been why the younger boys responded better to himthan to Justin;
he didn't look nearly as intimdating. He had yet to settle down, distributing
his favors to as many wonen as cared to fling thenmselves at himand plenty

di d.

Ket hry and Jadrek sat at the head of the table- and equal distribution of
teachers ensured that mayhem at supper was kept to a mininum Since they'd
cone "off the road" and settled down here, on the estate that King Stefanson
had best owed upon themfor their service in getting back his throne, Kethry
had all owed her hair to grow, as had Tarma. Kethry's had grown faster though
and it had already been much | onger than Tarma's when they retired. Now, if
she let it loose fromthe single plait she wore it in during the day, it would
just brush the floor, a glorious waterfall of dark amber with red highlights.
There was no sign of gray in it yet, although there were the faint beginnings
of crow s feet at the coners of her eyes.

Jadreks hair had gone conpletely to silver-gilt, but all of the lines in his
face now were those nost often associated with pleasure rather than pain. He
was both a handsonme and a distingui shed man, and between them he and Kethry
had produced sone incredi bly handsone chil dren. Though he still suffered a bit
inthe winter fromhis old troubles, Estrel and Kethry kept the worst synptons



of his bad joints at bay.
And rme-

-.And you, mindmate. You are still as thin and tough as a whip, though a bit
creaky in the joints yourself. There's a trace of white in your hair, but no
sign of age on your face, and no sign of it in the ring, provided you don't do
anything intolerably stupid. And no one woul d ever mi stake you for anything
but Shin"a'in, blood and bone. G eat beak of a nose, golden skin, blue eyes,

bl ack hair, just like every other Clansib |'ve ever seen.

She grinned, hiding it behind her cup. Thank you, Furball, for deflating any
vestige of vanity | night have had.

Yes, the years had been very kind to all of them About the only thing she
could have wi shed for was that |kan would settle down hinmself. Preferably with
a spouse with true Healing talent; that was the one thing the school I|acked,
was a resident Heal er.

:Be careful what you wish for,: Warrl cautioned, with a | augh behind his
nmental voice.

Oh? You know sonet hi ng?

:There's going to be a new Healing Priestess arriving tomorrow in the vill age.
Sanme Order as Tresti was-so there will be no difficulty at all if she decides
to get married. | hear she's very pretty and very, very clever.

What el se did you hear? Tarma asked, sensing that Warrl was nuch nore anused
than his sinple description wuld warrant.

-.Only this; Father Mayhew has been warning the boys to mind their manners and
keep their hands to thenmselves. He told his housekeeper that her Superior
warned himthat as a Novice she knocked a man unconscious with a piece of
firewood for trying to take liberties. 1'd say she isn't going to be the easy
conquest the village girls have been.

Tarma al nost choked, and took a quick swal | ow

to hide it. Well, well, well, so Ikan was finally going to meet his nmatch
«.She'll either infuriate himor captivate him:

Huh. Probably bot h.

Warrl yawned hugely and wi nked at her, then turned to the fire to warmhis
bel | y.

"Jadr ek, have you got any word on when their escorts cone to get the
children?" she called into the next break in conversation. "W ought to tel
them at bedtine."

"Your three ol dest boys will be leaving in three days; their escort is due to
arrive then. Three of Keth's children will be staying here over the holidays,
and all of the rest with the exception of Kira and Merili will go out with a
caravan coning in tonorrow and | eaving the day after. Kira and Merili's escort
will be here in four days." Jadrek sounded quite sure of hinself, as well he
shoul d be; he had messengers traveling between hinself and the escorts every
day fromthe tine they left the students' hones. He was taking no chances on a
"fal se escort" presenting hinself and making off with one of the children, for



all of them were highborn enough to command significant ransons.

"That'll cheer Kira up; she was afraid the weather woul d keep her here over
Mdw nter,"” Tarma said with satisfaction.

"Ch, but Jadrie will be devastated," Kethry replied. "Wuld you believe ny
little hoyden was | ooking forward to having Kira do her hair and Merili help
her with a dress for the Mdw nter feast?"

Tarma felt her jaw go slack with surprise. "Jadrie? A dress? Next thing you'l
tell me is that she's trying to snare herself a boyfriend!"

Jadrek | aughed. "Just wait until summer, Tanna, | think she's got her eye on
that stripling shaman-" he paused for a noment, and his capaci ous nmenory
supplied the name before Tarma could think of it. "-Ah'kela, that's it.

Ah' kel a shena Liha'irden. The one two years ol der than she is."

Wth the nane canme the face, and Tarma couldn't help but grin with acute

sati sfaction. Ah' kela was a handsome, and unaccount ably shy adol escent, in
training with Liha'irden's Chief Shaman. And if Ja-drie did nanage to snare
himwell, that solved the problem of where the new C an Tal e sedrin was goi ng
to get its new shaman when the tine cane to formit up. Jadrek the younger
certainly wasn't going to be old enough in tine.

Ah, but that will give us a shaman-in-training under Ah'kela. Shamans are

al ways in demand as spouses, and the twins will have no difficulty finding
mates, not with every Liha'irden girl over the age of ten petting them and
admring their golden hair and green eyes . . . ]Jadrie was the one that m ght
have been too much for nmost boys, just as | was. Hah! | should have known
she'd sol ve her own probl ens!

Justin burst out laughing, interrupting her reverie. "Tarma, you |l ook |like the
nost sel f-satisfied matchmaker | ever sawin ny life!"

"It can't hurt to think about these things, can it?" she protested.

"Yes, but you look like a cat who's stolen an entire pitcher of cream" Dean
teased. "You should see yourself!"

"Piff," she scoffed, and glared at Justin. "Just you wait until your babies
are grown! |If you don't turn out worse than ne, 1'll be greatly surprised!"

Estrel giggled, and Justin turned beet-red. "He already is, Tarma. He al ready
isl"”

She didn't el aborate, nmuch to Justin's obvious relief, but Tarma could well
guess. Like every male with strong bonds to his children, he was probably

pl anni ng who was and was not a "worthy" prospective mate for his little boy,
and worryi ng about the possible consequences. "Well, unless you want to | ose
your son and heir to the barbarians, better not plan on a betrothal to
Jadrie-or any other girl-child Keth may conjure up," she teased.

"And have you as an in-law?" he shuddered. "Perish the thought!"

She m med throwi ng a dagger at him and the evening broke up in | aughter

After the official "lights out" time, Kira waited until the last sounds of the
grown-ups checking on all of the students faded, then for good neasure, waited

anot her one hundred breaths, before reaching up with her foot and poking the
bottom of her twin's bunk. Merili had been waiting for that signal; she



slipped out of bed and slid down to the floor as silently as a kitten, and the
two of them wrapped warm robes around thenselves and slid their feet into
sheepskin slippers, using only the light of the enbers in their fireplace to
see by. The pockets of both their robes bul ged, hinting at sonething
interesting inside. As Merili runmmaged a careful |l y-hi dden package out of her
war dr obe, w apped in paper she had saved from | essons and patterned wth
berry-juice ink, Kira got a simlar package from under her bed. Wth Kira in
the | ead, scouting every step of the way, they nade their way down the dark
hal | way each with one hand trailing along the wall to guide her. Both of them
had made this journey innunerable times before, and they slid their feet
soundl essly al ong the snoboth wooden fl oor

When Kira's hand encountered enpty air, she knew she had conme to the
staircase, and she warned her twin with the nerest thread of a hiss. She bent
to pull off her slippers, picked themup, and felt her way down with her bare
toes a step at a tinme, pausing on the landing to put her slippers back on and
hiss the "all clear" for Merili. She was glad to get her slippers back on; the
floor was icy-cold and she wiggled her toes in the warmfl eece while she
waited for Merili.

When her twin's hand touched her armin the dark, Kira led the way out into
the second-floor hall, and onto the corridor where Jadrie and her twn
brothers had their own roons. Keeping to the left side of the hall, she felt
her way along the wall. Wen her hand brushed the third door, she stopped and
gave three very soft taps.

The door opened, swiftly and silently, and Jadrie grabbed both their hands and
pul | ed them i nsi de.

She had built up her fire to a cheerful blaze, had cleverly shrouded the
wi ndow in a rug so that no |ight betrayed her, and had lit a single candle. As

Kira and Merili took their places on sheepskin-covered cushi ons beside the
fire, suppressing giggles, Jadrie rolled up a towel and stuffed it against the
door sill, sealing off the crack at the bottomso that no |ight would | eak out

there either, to show that there was a cozy little clandestine party going on

Only then did the older girl joined them taking her own cushion and pl unping
herself down on it.

"There!" she whispered, |ooking very proud of herself. "W should be safe as
I ong as the boys don't wake up." Then her face fell a little. "But this is

probably the | ast chance we'll get to be together before you go hone."
"Yes, but we'll be back soon enough! Look what | brought for our party-"
Merili replied cheerfully, and began pulling handfuls of chestnuts out of the

bul gi ng pockets of her robe.

"I got apples," Kira supplied, pulling three luscious fruits from her
previousl y-1 oaded pockets, as Jadrie arranged the chestnuts close to the fire
to roast.

"Ch, good! |'ve got spiced cider, and | sw ped some honeycakes fromthe

ki tchen before study," Jadrie said with satisfaction, pointing to the foot of
her bed, where a jug with water beading up on its sides hid just behind the
outer leg, and a plateful of slightly squashed honeycakes resided beside it.
"And 1've got Mdw nter presents for both of you."

"Ch, but you open yours first!" Merili cried, ever generous, although Kira
ached to see what hers was. "Here-" she thrust the bul ky package at Jadri e,
who needed no second urging to tear off the paper



But Jadrie's reaction nore than made up for the inpatience Kira felt, and she
giggled along with her twin at Jadrie's round eyes.

"Ch!" Jadrie squeal ed, shaking out the folds of silk and |leaping up to try the
dress against herself. "Oh! It's wonderful, Meri! How did you do it?"

The dress probably woul d have been scandal ous by some standards, with its
split skirt for riding astride. Merili had used Jadrie's Shin'a'in costumes
and her own festival-dresses as patterns, and come up with a dress that
conbi ned recogni zabl e facets of

both. It was sewn of the pastel-colored silks thought appropriate for young
girls in Rethwell an, but the enbroidery on the bodice and hens, though
executed in pal e hues of blue, pink, green and soft yellow, was recognizably
Shin'a'in in pattern and execution. The split skirt was a reasonabl e
substitute for Shin'a'in breeches, the huge, fluttery butterfly sleeves were
pure Rethwellan, but the sleeves could be pulled up and held out of the way by
an enbroi dered band passed through them and al ong the inside of the back of
the dress, and the "skirt" could be gathered at each ankle with separate
enbr oi dered bands. The bodi ce was | ow enough to satisfy the cravings of a girl
wanting to be thought grown-up w thout being Bo revealing that it would arouse
the ire of her nother.

"Here's mine," Kira said with satisfaction, handing her a neater, smaller
package. And Jadrie exclained again, to find it contained a pair of soft,
sueded ankl e-boots, and a belt and sheath for her knife, all beaded with tiny
crystal beads and freshwater pearls in the sane Shin'a'in patterns as the
enbroi dery of the dress.

"I-1 don't know what to say!" Jadrie said, sitting down abruptly, stil
hol ding the dress to herself, with the belt and boots in her free hand.

"It was all Kira's idea," Merili offered, her eyes sparkling w th happiness.
"I wanted to do the dress, but she told me it would be stupid to make

somet hing you couldn't be yourself in, so Estrel hel ped me do sonething that
was |ike your Shin'a'in clothes, and when Kira saw the colors | was doing it
in, she got the boots and the belt and did the beading to match."

"I"'mglad you like it," Kira added softly.

"Like it? | love it! | can't believe you did all this just for ne!" Jadrie's
face shone with happi ness, and she put the dress down | ong enough in her |ap
to reach behind her and bring out two packages of her own. Hers were w apped
in the thin paper nornmally used for enbroidery patterns, and Kira knew it was
meant for Men when the packages were opened. "This one is yours, Kira, and
this is yours, Meri. | hope you like your presents half as much as | |ike

m ne! "

Meri | ooked significantly at her twin, and notioned for Kira to open hers
first. Nothing loath, Kira renoved the paper from her package to disclose a
carved box. She opened the lid to find, nestled into the velvet lining, a very
different sort of present in the shape of shining steel

She gasped, hardly able to believe her eyes. ldentical except for decoration
to a set that Jadrie owned and Kira had lusted after ever since she saw t hem
it was a set of matching knives. A long-knife, just a scant thunblength from
qualifying as a sword, a belt-knife for less |ethal use, a set of

t hr owi ng- kni ves and arm sheaths to hold them and a tiny boot-knife that
slipped invisibly into the side of a riding boot. Jadrie's weapons were



undecor at ed except for the Tale' -sedrin enbl em of a stooping hawk carved into
the hilts, but Kira's were ornanented with inlaid silver wire in an intricate
spiral on the hilt, and had garnets inlaid in the pommel -nuts. Kira's throat
knotted up, and tears sprang into her eyes, and when she | ooked up at Jadrie,
she was conpletely unable to say anyt hing.

Jadrie seened to understand, and chuckled. "I
asked Tarma if | coul d-she said you' d earned them | designed the decoration.”

Now at last it was Meri's turn, as Kira held the precious package to her
chest, half afraid they would vanish if she turned them | oose. This was nore
than just a set of weapons-this was confirmation of her dream for a set of
knives like this, with the addition of a sword, was precisely what a

pr of essi onal bodyguard woul d sport. So her teacher Tarma agreed with Kira's
dream and so, presumably, did Kira's parents. There would be no separation
from her beloved twin when Meri went to marry the Prince of Jkatha.

Meri's exclamation was as surprised and delighted as Kira's, as she opened her
package with far nore decorumthan Kira had used with hers. Her box woul d be
perfect for storing her enbroidery materials, for it was unlined, and it
contained fabric. Kira didn't see what it was that nmerited such delight-it
just looked like white silk to her-

Then Meri took it out of the box, and shook it out-and out-and out-

It nust have been a dozen ells of silk so thin it was al nost transparent, |ike
m st made into fabric.

Then Meri saw what the folded fabric had hidden, and actually wept with joy.

"I can't believe you found it!" she said over and over, fingering the fabric
and the enbroidery silks of the purest white, a box of tiny freshwater pearls
the size of pinheads, and silver thread as supple as the silk. "I can't
bel i eve you found it!"

"Found what ?" Kira whispered under her breath to Jadrie, nystified, as Meri
pi cked up each skein of thread and exam ned every strand with delight.

"It's the makings for a traditional Jkathan royal bridal veil," Jadrie
replied, eyes sparkling. "The bride's supposed to provide the veil, and it's
supposed to be of silk so fine the veil can pass through her wedding ring, and
she's supposed to enbroider it herself. Meri wanted to do things right for her
Prince, but silk that fine is hard to cone by, as Meri's been finding out."
She shrugged, and grinned. "Shin'a'in connections can get you anazing

t hi ngs-woul d you believe that Tarna got this fromthe Hawkbrothers?" She

rai sed her voice. "You'll have to start enbroidering that right away, won't
you?"

"Absolutely,” Meri said firmy. "I'Il want to set the pattern so Mummy's nmai ds
can match it on nmy dress-and then I'll only want to work on it when the Iight

is good and strong."

"Well, work out the pattern you want, and don't worry about using up the
pearls and the thread. |'ve got a good connection, and | can get you plenty
nmore if you need it." Jadrie's grin got wider, if possible. "As you well know,
it's the veil that's the hard thing to get hold of."



Meri shook her head, and carefully w ped the tears fromher eyes to avoid
spotting the silk. "This has been the best Mdw nter ever!" she said. "I don't
know how anyt hi ng we get fromour parents could be better than this-"

"Then let's celebrate!" Jadrie urged, carefully putting her new outfit on the
bed and covering it with the coverlet, just in case. Kira and Meri both put
their presents back in their wooden presentati on boxes, both with a | ast pat
of satisfaction, and accepted rmugs of cider fromJadrie. Kira held hers up in
a toast, and they followed her exanple.

"To the best Mdwinter ever," Kira said firmy, "and to nore to cone!"

"Best friends and sisters forever!" Meri said, touching mugs with her twin and
Jadri e.

"Kal she |i de'gande, armshe |i de' gande," Jadrie said solemly.

"What's that?" Meri asked.

Jadrie took a sip of her cider before she answered. "It's sonethi ng best
friends swear in the dans-'1 swear ny sword to you, | swear nmy hand to you.'
It neans that if you ever need nme, I'll drop everything to cone help you."

"Huh!" Kira said, inpressed, and touched her mug again to Jadrie's. "Kal she
i de'gande, armshe |i de'gande," she repeated, and Meri did the sanme, naking
a better job of the pronunciation than Kira had.

They managed to hold the solermm nmoment for several heartbeats, until one of
the chestnuts junped on the hearth, its shell splitting with a pop. That broke
the spell, and they dove for the hot nuts, |aughing and sucking burned fingers
as they devoured their little feast.

Warrl scratched once, very softly, on the door to Tarma's room and the
Shin"a'in left her confortable chair to let himin. He'd been making his
nightly patrol of the childrens' w ng, noving as only he could, so quietly
they had no idea he was ever lurking outside their doors, listening with both
ears and mind. He was in a very good nood, and grinned up at Tarma, tongue
lolling, as he passed her

"So, what nischief are the youngsters up to?" Tarma asked the tyree. He only
grinned like that when he'd caught one or nore of the children having a ronp.

:Everyone is asleep except the girls,: Warrl replied, curling up on his bed,
an enornous, flat cushion near the hearth but out of range of any errant
enbers. Hi s eyes reflected the flanmes as he sighed with content. :As you had
t hought, they are having a farewell party.:

Tarma chuckl ed. "Not exactly a big surprise, with Mdwinter Gfts all wapped
up and ready to present. | didn't think they could hold out until departure
day. Right, then we'll give thema little |onger to gossip and giggle, then
"Il go nmake enough noise that they scatter back to their beds. \Whose room are
they in? Jadrie' s?"

The kyree nodded.

"I thought she went to bed a little too easily. She nmust have hi dden sone
goodi es under the bed and she didn't want anyone finding them" There were no
rul es about taking food fromthe kitchen at any tine-grow ng, active
youngl i ngs needed a |l ot of food. Sweets were generally | ocked up, but there
was al ways nuts, cheese, bread, fruits and vegetabl es, and journey-cakes nade



wi th enough honey to make the children think they were sweets. However, there
were rul es about keeping food in the bedroons. Once too often in the first
year an unpl easant stench or an outbreak of flying pests or mce had been
traced to forgotten goodies squirreled away in a chest or wardrobe, or under a
bed. Kethry had decided that naking it against the rules to have food in the
rooms would not stop the children fromtaking food to their rooms for little
"parties,"” but would ensure that all traces would be erased and all food would
be eaten before it could become a probl em

"You can't keep themfromit," Kethry had said philosophically. "Children just
like to have secret social get-togethers, and it's no fun for themif they
can't nibble on sonething. Lock up all the food, and they' |l get bitten
stealing squirrels' hordes, get scratched and punctured picking wild berries,
get sick on sour fruit, and get stung stealing honey from forest hives."

"Or worse," Tarma had pointed out. "Qur brood at |east is woods-w se and t hey
know what's not safe to eat, but the same can't be said for our students. And
t he gods only know what sort of things they'd pick to try and eat. You're
right; the rule about keeping food should take care of the problem?"”

And it wasn't really breaking the rule if the food was eaten i nmedi ately, just
bending it a little. After all, the rule specifically said keeping food in
their roons, not earing it there.

:1 wonder why the ol der boys aren't having a simlar-: Warrl broke off his
t hought to cock an ear at the door. -.Footsteps on the stair. One of the ol der
boys. Belton, by the footsteps.

Since the hallway on which the adults had their rooms was dimy lit with a
night-lantern, there was no need for a child to stunble through the dark to
find any of his teachers. A nonent or two later, the expected tap cane at
Tarma' s door.

She opened it; Belton stood there, with a guarded expression, still fully
dressed al t hough he shoul d have been in his nightclothes by now.

"Come to say good-bye privately?" she asked, giving himan easy excuse for his
presence, so that he could broach the real reason he had sought her out when
he felt alittle nore confortable. "Please, conme in and share ny hearth.”

The boy blinked in the fire- and |antern-1light, and canme hesitantly inside.
Tarma waved himto a chair, and took her own seat again. "Tea?" she invited,
hol di ng up a pot. He shook his head, and she put it back on the table beside
her chair. "I'mglad all three of you boys will be com ng back after the

hol i days," she said, relaxing into the enbrace of her chair. "You are al
intelligent and quick, and | think you'll be happy here. |I'm happy to have you
as students. More than that, well, | Iike you boys for yourselves." She smled
at him "Even when you're all acting like brats, | still like you."

Belton didn't relax. He stared at his hands, clenched rightly on one knee,
then at the fire, then back at his hands, all without saying anything. Tarma
waited with infinite patience; she had a fair idea that he was about to tel
her the secret she'd sensed in him

In the neantine, she filled the silence with onesided conversation, about her
own training, about things Belton could expect to | earn when he returned,
about how she had felt at his age when confronted by sone of the things she
had been expected to learn. Finally, he |ooked as if he was ready to say
somet hi ng, and she paused to give hima chance.



"I's revenge wong?" he finally blurted, |ooking up urgently into her eyes.
"Not for something petty, not a stupid argunment or sonething. Serious revenge,
grown-up revenge."

Interesting question. "Are you asking the teacher or the Shin'a'in?" she
replied.

"Both. Either." He shook his head, clearly confused. "I don't know what | want
to hear-"
"Well, the teacher would say-'yes, of course, revenge is wong, doing

something terrible to revenge yourself is creating a second wong on top of
the one that was done to you.' But the Shin'a'in has a different way of

| ooking at things than the teacher who has to live in civilization." She
snmled slowmy. "The Shin'a'in wuld say that it depends on what you expect
you're going to get out of the vengeance-and it depends on what the vengeance
is going to do to you."

"What |'mgoing to get out of it? Don't you mean, what |'mgoing to
acconpl i sh?" Belton | ooked puzzled at her wording, and she wasn't surprised.
She was about to introduce himto sone conplicated thinking, but she thought
he could grasp it.

"No, that's not what | nean. The Shin'a'in are not at all agai nst vengeance,

or agai nst blood-feuds. In fact, |'m here now because of an oath of
vengeance." She nodded at his | ook of surprise. "For us, the key difference is
that in order to swear an oath of vengeance, or take on a bl ood-feud, you have
to swear yourself to the Warrior-Goddess, and that neans giving up everything.
Family, dan, love, marriage-all of it."

"Why?" Belton wanted to know. "In part, to nmake sure that revenge is the act
of last resort-that it is kept for very specific purposes.” She wound a strand
of hair around one finger. "W don't allow people to decl are bl ood-feuds just
because they can't get along with another person in their Can, and we don't
et Can declare blood-feud with Can. Very far back in the past, our people
sepa-

rated into two groups, one of whom becane the Shin'a'in, because of a

di fference of opinion. That separation came out all right, but it isn't

somet hing we want to happen again." How rmuch to tell hinf | can't give himthe
whol e history of the Cans in one night! But the boy did | ook intent on her
words, so she continued. "That's why sonmeone who needs revenge that badly

gi ves up everything, and becones an instrunent of the Shin'a'in as a whole.
The Shin'a'in take revenge very seriously, and only someone who is acting for
the People of the Plains rather than hinmself is permitted to take it. W
believe that if you aren't serious enough about revenge to be willing to give
up everything in order to have it, then you aren't going after revenge for the
ri ght reasons.”

Belton chewed on his lower lip for a long time before answering her. "\Wat are
the right reasons?"

"I can't give you all of them but | can tell you mne-and as to how | know
they were right, well, the Goddess accepted ny oath, so they must have been.”
She took a sip of her warmtea and let the taste of honey and flowers |inger
on her tongue for a noment. He continued to watch her face intently. "Bandits
had sl aughtered ny entire Can. | wanted to wi pe themoff the face of the

eart h-but not because killing themwould bring any of my peopl e back. Yes,
wanted to kill them because they had killed everyone | cared about. But | also
knew that if they got away with the nurders, others would try to emul ate



them and the People could not have that happen.”
"What if you'd gotten killed yoursel f?" Belton asked.
"If I had failed, there would have been other Shin-

"a'in who woul d have cone after ne who woul d have succeeded where | failed.
just had the right to try to do the job first." She nodded as his eyes

wi dened. "I al so knew that they had probably murdered plenty of other people
in the past, and would do so again in the future-and there is one sure thing
you can say about destroying a murderer, and that's that he won't be around to
kill again."

Bel ton pondered her words silently; she waited for himto say something, but
he remai ned silent.

"However-" she held up a cautionary finger "- revenge for an insult, for a
purely personal wong- that's no reason for revenge. And |I'Il tell you why;
you don't teach a piece of scuma |esson by serving out to himwhat he served
out to you, all you do is give hima reason to heap your plate with nore of
the sane. Slinme doesn't learn |lessons; it just stays slime." She took a |ong,
deep breath. "Don't fool yourself, don't try to tell yourself you intend to
teach your eneny a |l esson. You won't. Revenge on sline is not education, it's
got to be eradication-or at the very least it has to acconplish the task of
maki ng absolutely sure that the slinme can't ever conmit that particul ar act
again."

The boy blinked at her, as if he couldn't quite believe that she had said
that. "But what about-what if someone arranged-hired sonmeone else to do his
dirty work for hin®"

"When someone is | ow enough scumto buy a bully-boy to hurt or kill someone
you care about, just who do you intend to get your revenge on?" she asked
bluntly. "The bully-boy? Granted, that piece of garbage won't be taking on any
nore jobs, at |east

for a while, but the perpetrator won't care, he'll just hire sonmeone new "

Belton chewed his lip a little nore. "No, no-it would have to be the one who
did the hiring."

"So, you want to take on the scum hinsel f?" She saw a fire leap into Belton's
eyes and again raised a cautionary finger. "Think it through. Can you prove

t hat he bought the bully? Qoviously you can't, or you or your famly would
have brought himup before the King's Justice on charges."

The boy's face tightened up. "You're right,”
anyt hi ng. "

he said harshly. "W can't prove

"I"'mgoing to be saying this a great deal, Belton- think this through, every
aspect of it. What if he really didn't do anything? What if you' re wong?"

"But-" Belton began. She shushed him "Humor nme. What if you're wong? You try

to hurt an innocent man. Well, maybe not innocent, but certainly one who isn't
guilty of that particular crime. | don't know what your religion says about
that, but | know that the King's Justice will certainly catch up with you, and

t hei r puni shnent here on earth is bad enough.™

H s face | ooked |like a mask, but at |east he was still listening. "Yes, but-"



"I know, | know, it's easier for me to say this, to think about it, because
wasn't the one who was wonged. Belton, your father is powerful, and powerful
men have nore than one eneny. It is possible that sonme other eneny did

thi s-even deliberately staged things to make it look as if the person you
suspect did it, knowing that in seeking revenge on the so-called innocent,
you'd get yourselves into even nore trouble. Isn't it?"

He paled a little, and nodded. "But-"

"But assune you're right, and he did the dirty deed. Wether you fail or
succeed in killing him he wins."

Belton's mouth fell open in shock. "How can you say that?" he cried, his voice
cracki ng.

She spread out her hands. "Sinmple, friend. Think it through. You can't prove
that he did the thing, that's a given. So, if you succeed in killing him
since you are not going to take your revenge by hiring another assassin-or if
you are, you aren't going to be as practiced at it as he is-you're going to
get caught. Your famly is disgraced, and you die as a nurderer, executed, and
your famly is inpoverished in paying the blood-debt to his. O, if you fail,
your famly is disgraced, and you die at his hands, or the hands of his

bodyguards, which amounts to the same thing. You're still dead, and he is
still sitting fat and happy on his ill-gotten goods." She cocked her head to
the side, and regarded his glazed eyes. "Doesn't seemlike justice, does it?
You' ve been wonged, and trying to make things right will only make them

wor se. "

Slow y, he shook his head, and despair crept into his expression. "So what do
| do?" he asked bitterly. "Let himgo on gloating because he killed nmy cousin
and got away with it?" The pain in his voice tore at her, but she knew that
giving himsynpathy at this noment would only allow himto wallow in feeling
and keep him fromthinki ng.

"Ch, absolutely not!" she replied. "But you have to have an eye to the |ong
view. \Wat's the goal ?"

"CGet himl" Belton replied passionately. "Mike himpay!"

"Then plan," she said shortly. "Use your mind- he's certainly using his
agai nst you, and that's the way you can catch him"

"Plan?" he repeated, as if the concept had never occurred to him It probably
hadn't. After all, he was a very young man, and young nmen tended to act rather
t han t hi nk.

"Planning-that's what will get you what you want," she said firmy. "Every
action you take must have sound pl anning behind it. You don't think that
generals just charge out onto the field without first choosing their ground
and scouring the eneny do you?"

"Well," he adnmitted. "No, | guess."

"This is war; think of it that way-not in terns of a single confrontation, but
as a canpaign. You've got to get on your choice of ground, and you have to
know exactly what you're up against." She was satisfied with his initial

reaction. His face lost that tight, tense | ook

"What do you nean?" he asked very slowy.



"First, you nmake absolutely certain that he really did order the nurder, on
purpose, with malicious intent.” This was going remarkably well, perhaps
because the wound was no longer fresh. That was all to the good, since it
nmeant he could think as well as feel

"How do | do that?" Belton asked, losing a little nore of the despair.

"Depends on a lot of things, but remenber that this is a campai gn. Renenber
the end result that you want. Wuldn't it be best if you could turn this eneny
over to the authorities?"

He sat and thought about that, and finally admtted, "Better, | guess. Not
as-as satisfying, but better.”

"Then the easiest is to find a powerful enough nage to scry out the answer for
you, and an honest enough one that he'll tell you the truth and not what you
want to hear. That's expensive, but it's the cleanest-and any nage in

Ret hwel | an who learns the identity of a nurderer is required by law to report
it to the Justices." She nodded as he brightened. "This, of course, assunes he
hasn't hired nages to cover his tracks, which he might have. A sufficiently
power ful and persistent mage can untangle all that, of course, but again, it's
expensi ve and time-consuming. And | would be very nuch surprised if your

fam ly wasn't already doing that."

Bel ton opened his nmouth to protest, then stopped hinself as sonething occurred
to him H's brow creased in thought, and he finally admtted, "You're probably
right. Father said the famly was doi ng sonething, but he didn't say what."
"Then knowi ng your father, that's probably what's going on." Now she reached
out to pat his hand. "Your father is a very intelligent man, and a very caring
one. He's too intelligent not to take the nobst obvious route, and too caring
to burden you with the know edge of it until he knows whether or not it wll
wor k. Belton, you're supposed to be concentrating on your studies, not on
famly troubles!"

"How could | not?" he asked, unable to understand that.

She sighed. "Renenber how earlier today | said that parents sometines don't
know what suits their child? Well, they often think that they can shelter
their children fromtheir own troubles. Parents can be incredibly
short-sighted about their children-and their children have to |learn to forgive
themfor it."

He | ooked a little bew |l dered now, but he did accept that, and waited for her
to go on.

"Now, there's another route you can take, which m ght not have occurred to

him Informants." She took another sip of her tea. "If this lowlife has
arranged for a nurder, he had to go through internediaries, and every
internediary is potentially someone who knows who ordered the killing. He

probably has boasted of it to soneone, or nore than one, and those people know
he ordered it. Nothing stays a secret forever, and noney | oosens even the nost
reluctant of tongues. So, if the mage doesn't work out, that's the next path
to try. And your father has probably already planned that, as well. Ask him |
think he'll probably tell you."

"But what does that |eave for me to do?" Belton asked, despair once again
creeping into his voice.

"Ah, now that is a good question, and | have an answer for you, but it neans



bei ng very patient, confiding in your father, and the two of you working
together." Tarma was beginning to enjoy herself; it was a little like old
times. "Your job will be to leamall you can fromme, then return hone and
convince himthat you have | earned enough to beconme a partner in his plans.”

"And? What can | do then? What if he doesn't have any plans?" Belton asked.
"Assum ng he doesn't, | can tell you what 1'd do. If | were doing this, |

woul d then pretend to everyone el se to have | earned nothing," she told him
throwi ng out the idea that had cone to her when he first reveal ed everything

to her. "In fact, you should pretend to be a very typical young man of your
set- learn the silly sword-tricks and act the conplete fop. Unless | mss ny
guess, you'll be such an obvious target that your eneny won't be able to

resi st going after you in order to harmyour father even nore."

Now Belton's eyes were truly shining with excitenment. "And when he does-it'l
probably be anot her assassin, right?"

"Or an assassin in the guise of a street-robber or even soneone who arranges
for an insult one way or the other so that a duel can be set up between you,"
Tarma agreed. "And?"

"And I-don't kill hinP I take him prisoner?" He | ooked at her |ike an eager
puppy, and she had to restrain herself frompatting himon the head and
telling himhe was a good boy.

"Exactly. Then you have the |link back to your eneny; | have no doubt that a
skilled priest can elicit the truth out of your captive. \Wen you' ve got the
truth and a warm body to confirmit, you let the |aw deal with him" She
nodded affably. "Chances are at that point there will be plenty of people
ready to link himw th your cousin's death, and he'll be called to answer for
that, too. But it's all going to depend on patience on your part. Three or
four years' worth of |learning and getting ready, knowi ng that at any tine your
parents may take care of the situation through other neans.”

"I can do it," Belton said firmy. "I don't think Hesten could, but | can
wait."

"I think you can, or | wouldn't have told you howto set it all up," Tarma
affirmed, and | eaned forward. "Now, feeling better?"

"Better than-in a long tine," the boy said, with a slow, shy smle. "I think I

can sleep now "

"Then go let yourself out-and do nme a favor, go tap on the door of Jadrie's
roomand tell her I'mabout to make a | ast bed-check, would you?" She |eaned
back lazily in her chair.

He cast a sharp glance at her, then grinned. "Are you?"

"Not if | don't have to-but it's time they stopped giggling and gossi pi ng and
got some sleep." She shook her head. "Sometines | wonder if we just shoul dn't
let all three girls bunk together and be done with it."

"Hah. You know girls, they'd never get any sleep," said Belton, with the
superior air of a boy who has not yet |earned the real fascination of the
femal e sex. "They'd spend every night giggling over nothing."

"You're probably right," Tarma sighed with nock regret as Belton got up and
went to the door. "Just pass themthe warning for me, would you?"



"I'd be glad to," the boy said with a grin, and managed to cl ose the door
qui etly behind hinsel f.

-.That was neatly done,: Warrl observed w thout raising his head fromhis
f or epaws.

"What, getting the lad to scare the brats back into bed, or dealing with the
potential avenger?"

-.Both.; Warrl sighed, and rolled over so that his belly was to the fire.
: Thank you for arranging things so | wouldn't have to | eave the fireside.

"Thank you for the conplinment, Furball." She yawned, and realized that she had
no real interest left in the book she'd been reading, or the tea she'd been
drinking. "And since | won't have to go chivvy the girls into their beds
either, 1'mgoing to set a good exanple and go to mine."

It was the usual sort of mdwi nter day for the south of Rethwellan; gray and
overcast, with clouds like long, |lunmpy serpents packed together so tightly
that not a trace of blue snowed through. A breeze hissed in the bare branches,
but didn't disturb the ankl e-deep snow. Kethry, with Jadrek, Jadrie, and Tarma
had come down to say their farewells to Kira and Meri; a part of Kethry
regretted the need to stand there in the snow waving until the children, at

| east, were out of sight. Her feet were cold, and breakfast had been a | ong
time ago. Still, Jadrie would have thought it terribly unfeeling of her not to
be here.

The | ast set of escorts finally rode out of sight with Kira and Meri safely in
their mdst, and Kethry was grateful that there had been remarkably few tears
of parting. And, in fact, long before the |ast speck faded out of sight,
Jadrie had left themto go back inside the gates. As the core group of adults
wal ked back through the gates and entered the door of the manor, Kethry cocked
her head to one side. Tarma | ooked at her with a quizzical expression. "Wat
isit?" the Shin'a'in asked. "Listen-" Kethry whispered, and grinned at
Tar-ma's quick answering smle. "Silence. Isn't it wonderful!"

"By the end of the nonth you'll be bored and wanting your students back, and
so will Tarma and |," her husband replied know ngly, and took Kethry's arm
Even after all this time, she still got a warmthrill at his touch, and she

laid her free hand over his. He had a knowing twinkle in his eyes as she
squeezed his hand in response.

"Well, we still have our own younglings, and I'mgoing to go drill Jadrie and
the twins in the riding arena,” Tarma replied. "They think I'mteaching them
riding tricks and Shin'a'in horseback ganmes to inpress their friends. Hah!"

One of these days that trick isn't going to work anynore. Kethry |aughed.
"Just don't keep themat it too long. It is a holiday, and it's not fair for
us to give their friends rel ease fromstudy and not give themthe sane
treatment."

Tarma tossed her hair back with a casual flip of a hand. "Oh, don't worry, I'm
an old hand at nmking | essons seemlike play."

"At least until they catch you at it," Jadrek warned, echoing Kethry's
t hought, with a chuckle. "Last holiday within a fortnight they had it figured
t hat your gane of 'hide and hunt' was nothing nore than practice in tracking."

"Well, that's your fault for breeding such clever children,"” Tarma retorted,



as she strode off in the direction of the stables. "You should have been a
little nore careful.”

Ket hry | aughed, and hugged Jadrek's arm rem nded agai n how grateful she was
that her she' enedra and her bel oved were as fond of one another as the best of
siblings. "To think that | was once worried about how you two woul d get

al ong!"

Her husband arched a sl ender, silver eyebrow at her, and she braced herself
for sonething witty, funny, or both. "Do you think that for one scant nonment |
woul d even contenpl ate doi ng or saying anything to offend our best unpaid
child-tender? Perish the thought, woman!"

"I know, how foolish of nme." She released his armw th a kiss on the back of
his hand. "I amgoing to go do sonething nonmagi cal, frivolous and fem nine;
I"mgoing to go brew up some perfume in the still-room [|'ve spent so nuch
ti me maki ng bruise-ointnment and salve for the little hoydens that | haven't
done a thing with the roses |I harvested this sumer, or the sentle-wood and
anba-resin that | bought fromthat trader this fall."

"Mm " Jadrek replied absently, as his mnd apparently flashed el sewhere.
think he just realized that he's going to have whol e stretches of tine w thout
interruptions for the next moon. "I've got a translation | prom sed to young
Stefansen that's been giving ne sone problens."”

Ket hry made a shooing notion with her hands. "Go do it, then but set the
candl e-alarm for three nmarks, or you won't remenber to eat |uncheon, and I'm
certain that Cook is already planning something a bit nore experinmental now
that the children are gone."

Thi s woul d make anot her pl easant change; on the whole, children bolted food
wi t hout paying nmuch attention to it, and | ooked upon things that they didn't
recogni ze with suspicion. It was only when no one was in residence but "the
fam | y" that Cook made anything other than good, basic fare. And Cook | ooked
forward to the holidays with sonme anticipation for that very reason

"Well, | wouldn't risk ny marriage by offendi ng Cook either,"”
and ki ssed her fore-

Jadr ek | aughed,

head. "Now don't you forget to set your alarmcandle!™

They went their separate ways, and Kethry i mersed herself in the intricacies
of creating her own signature perfumes-a light floral, rich with roses, and a
heavi er, nmore incenselike scent, both with hints of cinnanon. The still-room
was one of her favorite places in the manor, pleasantly dim (some essences
reacted poorly to sunlight), cool in sumer, warmin wi nter. There was j ust
enough room for one person to nove about, so no one came here unless invited.
She puttered happily with oils and fixatives, flagons and pestles. Wen her

al arm candl e burned down the allotted three candl emarks and rel eased its
little brass ball to clang into the copper basin, she cane to herself with a
start.

She cl eaned up and headed for the table, to find Tarma, Jadrie, and the tw ns
maki ng serious inroads on Cook's latest creation. It involved finely-chopped
nmeat and veget abl es, cheese-somnet hing vaguely |like sheets of pastry-and there
Ket hry's know edge ended.
"Pull up a plate and tuck in,"
but it's nmarvel ous!"”

Tarma urged. "I haven't a clue what this is,



The twins | ooked up with full nouths and slightly-smeared cheeks, nodded

vi gorously in agreenent, and dove back in. Al of the "home children" were
used to eating things they didn't recognize and were prepared to enjoy them
partly because of their cheerful tenpers, and partly because they had al ways
been used to eating things they didn't recognize. They had spent their entire
lives shuttling between the school-manor, with fairly ordinary fare, and the
Dhori sha Plains. Shin'a'in cuisine was not sonething that nost

Ret hwel | ans would be at all famliar with, and there often was not nuch choice
in what they were offered when on the road.

Cook cane in with a | oaf of hot bread and a pot of butter, wearing a | ook of
anxious inquiry on his face. "Tasty dead horse, Cook!" Jadrie called, and
ducked as he mined a blow at her. It was an old joke between them since the
time when Jadrie had pestered himas a toddler, wanting to know what was in
each dish he made. He had finally gotten annoyed at her incessant questions
and snapped, "Dead horse! Can't you see the tail?" Fromthat nonent on, any
time Cook presented themw th an experinent, Jadrie referred to it as a "dead
horse. "

"I wasn't certain, before, but | think this would be a good school dish," Cook
said to Kethry. "It's easily made ahead and kept warm next to the ovens. Do
you think the students would eat it?"

"If they won't, 1'Il eat theirs for "em" Lyan said with his nouth full
Jadrek | aughed. "Wth that kind of enthusiasmbefore them | inmagine they
will, Devid, he replied. "This is definitely one of your better experinents."

Cook beamed his pleasure, and hurried back to the kitchen to supervise the

cl eaning up. The rest of the meal proceeded in pleasant silence as the nystery
di sh and the hot bread and butter vani shed away |ike snow in sunshine. Even
Ket hry, who normally wasn't all that hearty an eater, found herself unusually
hungry after her work in the still-room and was absorbed conpletely in the
nmeal .

It wasn't until she had eaten the last bite that she could possibly hold and
| ooked up that she realized not everyone had cone to |unch-or, apparently,
wer e expected to.

"Estrel and Justin and | kan went down to the village to neet the new

Heal er-Pri estess and they took Jadrek Mnor with them" Jadrie said, as Kethry
noticed that the other three places weren't set. "Estrel put the babies down
for their naps before she left, and Warrl is watching them Cook said he'd
save them lunch; they expected to be back by the time the babies' naps were
over."

"Then |'d better supervise the nursery until they get back, and give VWarrl a
break," Tarma said, not only willing, but eager. "Jadrie, will you and the
tw ns-"

Just at that noment, Kethry felt the roomdrop away from under her, a wash of
anger threaten to overwhel mher, and a surge of nanel ess enptions hit her with
a force that made her gasp. Unconsciously, she braced herself on the table, as
her famly turned to stare at her with varying degrees of surprise and
concer n.

And for a nmoment, she didn't recognize what had hit her, it had been so | ong-

"Need," she gasped, when she got her breath back. "It's Need! Something' s



wrong, sonething horrible has happened-"

"To whon?" Tarma demanded. "Can you tell?" Her face paled. "Dear gods, surely
not Estrel-"

Ket hry shook her head, both in negation and to clear the tears of shock from
her eyes. "Not Estrel, it's not in the direction of the village," she managed
to reply. At least in all the time she'd been soul -bonded to the blade, she'd
| earned to pick out which direction that "trouble" was coming from "But it
can't be too far away, not nore than a day's ride at nmost, or it wouldn't be
this strong-"

Jadrie and the twins stared at her with alarmand di smay. OF course, they've
never seen me like this before, Need hasn't grabbed me like this in years-
"Shoul d we send out a hunter or sonething-"
her fingers.

Jadr ek began, and Tarma snapped

"OF course!" she said, then frowned in concentration. "Keth, what direction?"

"North, north and a little east," she replied, as sure of it as if she was the
needl e of a compass pointing to the source that was wenching at her skull and
heart.

A door slamed sonewhere, as Tarnmm said, "Warrl's on it. He's faster in this
weat her than anyone, and he'll find out exactly where the trouble is. Can you
hold out until he calls nme or cones back hinsel f?"

"I'"ll have to, won't 1?" she replied grimy, for nowthe pull that the sword
exerted on her had settled to a painful headache echoed by wre-tight nuscles
i n her neck, shoulders, and stomach. "This isn't sonmething we can del egate.
W' d better get ready to ride. Jadrek-"

How do | tell ny beloved that he'll only be in the way?

"I won't be of nuch use to you, dearest,” he admitted w thout rancor, a fact
that brought tears of gratitude to her eyes. "Or rather, | will be of nore use
to you here with the children. What can | do to hel p prepare?"

"Travel packs; you know what | need," she said i mediately. The mere thought
that she wouldn't have to try and think through this pain to select what she
woul d require cane as a profound relief.

"I"'mon it, love." Jadrek pushed away fromthe table and |l eft the room as
qui ckly as he coul d.

Tarma took over, as the three children stared, dismayed and frightened.
"Children, you three get Hell sbane and Ironheart ready. Jadrie, you've had

| essons in provisioning, you nake up the packs for the horses. |'m dependi ng
on you to get it right. Boys, saddle and harness the mares, and when Jad-rie's
put the packs together, bring themto the riding arena. Go."

The children scranbled to their feet and sped out of the roomlike three
hornets froma roused nest. Tarma turned to Kethry, who was taking slow, even
breaths, and trying to get a little magical shielding between herself and the

pain. "Keth, get to your roonms and get changed. 1'll tell Cook what's going
on, and he can handle the servants until Jadrek has time to deal with them
"Il get changed and collect the medical kit and traveling cash, and I'll neet

you at the riding arena. Good?"



She nodded; in a nonment or two she would be able to walk. "Right," she
replied, and as Tarma |l eft her alone in the room she began a silent colloquy
with the sword hanging on the wall of her sitting room trying to persuade it
t hat not hing was going to happen unless it gave her-not freedom but a |ong
enough | eash to act.

Ad warriors never let their fighting gear get out of condition; that is how
they becone old warriors in the first place. Tarma's arnor and weapons were
al ways kept oiled, polished, and in a place of honor on the proper stands in
her room Wen the fanily nade its annual summer pilgrimge to the Plains,

she wore it religiously, even though in all the years she had done so, they
had never once been set upon

And | always keep a traveling pack three-fourths conplete, just in case. You
never know.

So in her case, it wasn't at all difficult to assenble the proper pack and get
hersel f properly arrayed. In fact, the pack was conplete and she had j ust
about finished lacing herself into her arnor when she heard Warrl's "call" in
t he back of her head, as if he was shouting froma |ong di stance away.

The kyree had awesone speed when he needed it, and was not limted to using
roads; he could cover in a candl emark what woul d take a horse and rider half a
day to traverse if it was necessary. He'd pay for it afterward, and be usel ess
for the rest of the day, but if there was ever the perfect scout to send off

| ooking for trouble, it was Warrl

Bet ween his speed and his nose, he required only a sinple direction to find
the source of whatever had set Need off. That violent a reaction had to have
its cause in further violence, and Warrl could scent blood on the wind a

| eague away. Tarma woul d have been astonished if he hadn't found the source of
their alarm

And she had a horrible feeling, as well, that she already knew who it was that
had caused the alarm North was the direction that Kira and Meri had gone. And
Need "knew' them by virtue of being within the same walls for the past four
noons.

Warrl was so far away that he was barely at the limt of his range, and his
nental voice was faint and thin.

But it was clear enough, and it was exactly what she had dreaded heari ng.
Kira and Meri. Escort all dead, girls gone. On ny way back.

Scant information, but enough. He was probably saving his energy for the run
He' d be exhausted when he reached the manor, but that was all right, he could
ride pillion on Hell sbane and recover while he guided them

Wrry about themin the back of your mind, Tarma. Concentrate on getting on
their track now

She rai sed her voice and called out the open door of her room know ng that
Jadrek and Kethry woul d hear her, reporting exactly what Warrl had told her
and forced her fingers to work faster in the lacings of her arnmor. Wen the

| ast pi ece was fastened, she grabbed her thick, quilted wool Shin'a'in coat
and her pack, and ran as fast as the weight of the arnmor would pernit, heading
for the still room

Once there, she made up a nedical kit of anything that m ght be useful -from



silk thread and needles to poppy-gum Odinarily this would be Kethry's job,
but Tarma had seen her do it often enough to know what went into such a kit,
and there were special padded | eather roll-pouches, each with the appropriate
pockets, just waiting for anyone who needed to make up such a kit. That went

i nto her pack, well-cushioned by the bedroll, and she headed for her next
destination, Justin's office where the strongbox was kept.

A d habits die hard for former nercenaries; as she had half hoped, there was a
full noney-belt coiled inside the strongbox, along with the rest of the
school's treasure. Justin wouldn't have felt easy unless he knew there was a
full noney-belt ready in case of an enmergency trip. She hefted it, judged it
to be sufficient by the weight, and buckled it on over her armor. Later, she
could put it on under the arnor, but she didn't think she had the time to
right now. Woever had ki dnapped the girls already had half a day's head start
on themfor they nmust have gotten at |east that far fromthe school before
they were attacked. It could snow at any time, and if the kidnappers were
intelligent, they would take to the trade roads and trust to the inevitable
traffic that noved even in winter to confuse or obliterate their trail

Thank the gods Jadrek didn't ask why we're doing this, she thought, heading
for the stables. There had never been any doubt in her mnd that they would do
somet hing fromthe nonment that Need woke from her years-1long sl eep. But
strictly speaking, she and Keth didn't have to go after the girls. They
weren't at fault, their escort was. They had al ready relinqui shed control of
the children the nonment the escort took themoff the property. Al they were
obligated to do would be to send word to the girls' father of the disaster

Right, and how do | look Tilden in the face again, if all | do is that?

Hel Ifires, how do | look at myself in the mrror? No way am | going to abandon
them and neither is Keth, and with Need to guide us, we're the best chance
those girls have got.

She beat Keth to the riding arena by a few nonents, but no nmore-just |ong
enough to see with relief that Jadrie and the boys had gotten things exactly
right-

And that Jadrie and her brothers were sitting on their own horses, w th packs
tied on behind that were identical in every way to the packs she and Keth were
t aki ng.

Her mind hadn't quite grasped that, when Jadrek and Kethry reached the door of
the arena. Jadrek was the first to react in any kind of sensible fashion

"Just what do you children think you' re doing?" he thundered, in his best
wr at h- of -t he- gods voi ce.

The boys winced a little, but Jadrie was uni npressed. "W're going with you,"
she stated flatly. "You need us."

Tarma covered the distance between herself and Jadrie in a nmere blink of an
eye, grabbing Jadrie's ankle and |l ooking into her eyes with a glare that ful
grown men could not face. "Jadrie," she said, her harsh voice nmade even
harsher with anger. "This is not a gane. And it's no time for playing stupid
tricks."

To her surprise, Jadrie did not back down, though tears of anger and
frustration started from her eyes- anger at being m sjudged, and frustration
at being thought a nmere child with no understanding. "Don't you think | know
that?" she cried. "Don't you think Lyam and Laryn do? They heard you, heard
you telling Mummy and Da what went wrong, and they canme to tell ne! It's Kira



and Meri who are in trouble, and | swore to help them d annother, | swore it,
sword and hand!"

The words hit Tarma |ike a blow to the heart, and she cursed under her breath.

She swore the oath. Damm her, she's of the blood and she swore the oath to her
friends. It's sacred; she knows it and | know it and the Star-Eyed knows it.
That was the only thing that could have persuaded her to allow Jadrie to cone
within a thousand | eagues of this rescue nission-and how had this infuriating
little danswoman known it? And why did she swear the CGath of Sword and Hand
to a couple of outd an children?

Ket hry and Jadrek had been anmong the Shin'a'in |ong enough to know how seri ous
the Cath was- and what were they supposed to do? Tell Jadrie that she was too
young to know what she was doi ng, when she plainly had? Tell her that oaths
sworn by not-so-little girls didn't count? What kind of an idiot would do that
to a child?

What kind of idiot would nake a child into an oat hbreaker?

Tarma turned, and saw the sane conflicts warring within Jadrek and Kethry.
Finally, it was Kethry who spoke.

"You're her teacher,"” Kethry said flatly. "Can she hel p?"

Tarma cl osed her eyes, and tried to forget that the youngster before her was
the firstborn of her best friends, the firstborn of Tale'sedrin. Jadrie was no
younger than many Shin'a'in children on patrol now at the edge of the Pl ains,
or guarding herds from predators, or performng any one of a nunber of "adult"
tasks. She was as well-trained, or better, than all of them "Yes," she said
finally, flatly. "She has the skills to be very useful."

She opened her eyes, and saw fear and pride warring in her friends' faces, and
it was Jadrek who | ooked up at Jadrie, and said, "Very well. Because you swore
an oath, you can go."

Jadri e had the good manners not to cheer, but the twins didn't. And Jadrek cut
them of f.

"But you two didn't swear any oaths, and you are staying here!" he barked.

"That's an order," Kethry added in a voice of steel
"And if you dare to try and follow, you |l ose the use of your horses for the
rest of the year."

That was nore than enough threat to keep them safely behind, as their stricken
| ooks proved. Crestfallen, the boys slid off their horses, and nmeekly |l ed them
back into the stable.

Kethry turned to her daughter, and still using that sane cold voice, addressed
her in a way that nade her turn a little pale. "I amnot pleased with this,"
she told the girl. "I amnot particularly pleased that you decided to use an

oath that serious w thout thinking of the consequences. You have a chance to
redeem yourself if you foll ow every order we give you to the letter, with no

argunent, and no hesitation. If you cannot keep up, you will return home on
your own; we won't have time to take you back. This is going to be the hardest
thi ng you have ever done, and there will be no room for thoughtless acts. | am

not your nother on this trip; Tarma is not your foster nother. W are your
conmmanders, and if you nake a mistake, it could be fatal, not just for you,



but for all of us. If there is fighting, you will stay clear unless otherw se
ordered. If you bring danger on us, we will save you if we can, but it is not
only possible but likely that we cannot. |s that understood?"

Clearly this was a side of her nother that Jadrie had never seen before. She
was as pale as a spirit, but her chin was set firnmly, and she replied in a
voi ce that was as steady as Tarma coul d have wi shed. "Perfectly, conmander."

Now Ket hry | ooked at Tarma. "Let's get in the saddl e and get noving; we'l
nmeet Warrl on the way, and save hima little running. We need all the daylight
we can get."

"Right." Tarma heaved herself up into Hellsbane's saddl e, and Kethry got
herself in place on Ironheart, |eaning down to kiss her husband when she was
secure.

"Go-" he urged. "I'Il take care of things here- as soon as the rest get back,
"Il send Ikan up to Tilden; better this cones froma friend than a strange
messenger . "

She needed no nore urging than that, and neither did Tarma; lifting the reins,
the two battlesteeds |oped out into the gray light of afternoon, followed by a
much subdued Jadrie on her mare.

Kira had created plenty of daydreans about bandit raids and ki dnappers, and
had i nagi ned herself being heroic and triunphant in all of them but when
attackers really struck, it wasn't anything |like her daydreans.

It was all so sudden she barely had tine to react, nmuch less act in a heroic
fashion. The guards were all calm talking and joking, and no one was at al
wary and wat chful . She had the inpression that this had been considered a
"soft" job, and the nen with her were very rmuch envied by their peers. There
was no indication that there was anything to be worried about.

The very first sign that sonmething was wong was when one of the nore nervous
horses stopped, snorted, and twitched his ears forward.

There was no other warning. Before even the horse's rider had a chance to do
anything, a guard at the front of the escort suddenly screanmed and fell off
hi s horse

For all of her reading, this was the first tinme that

Kira had ever seen a man die, and this one was dying right in front of her; at
first, it didn't seemreal. Before she could do nore than stare stupidly at
the arrow in his back and the spreading scarlet stain in the snow as he
writhed there, two nore of the guards made horrid gurgling sounds and fel

off, too, with arrows sticking out of their throats.

She sat there on her fat little pony, paralyzed with a m xture of fear and
horror, wanting to throw up and run away at the same time. The only thing that
cane into her mind was that there was never any blood in her daydreans.

Meri screamed, startling her out of her shock, at about the sane tine as chaos
erupted all around them

Their ponies were shoved aside by nmore of their guards, as the nmen made a wall
of themsel ves around their charges. But that wall didn't |last |ong; ignoring
arnored men, the attackers cut down the horses with their arrows, sending
screamng animals to drop under their riders. Behind the volley of arrows cane



a charge, then there were frantically running nmen and horses, scream ng and
shouting, and swords cutting everywhere. Confused and frightened, the pony
only thought to flee; he bolted between two screeching, bleeding horses into
the first open space he saw

Suddenly she was sitting on her pony in the mddle of the open road, and there
wasn't anybody standing protectively between her and a rough-clad man who was
riding straight for her

She thought, belatedly, of her knife at her belt- her pony tried to bolt as
she gave hi m confused signal s-then the stranger was right on top of her. He
snatched her out of her saddle with an inpact that drove all the breath out of
her and nade her see stars.

He paused just |ong enough to rob her of her knife, then dunped her across the
front of his saddle, facedown-as the horse galloped off, she thought she was
going to be sick. The pomrel of his saddle jolted into her stomach, and she
had a terrible time just getting a full breath between jolts. The whole world
was reduced to lashing hair and snow covered ground, and the pain of an
ever-increasi ng nunber of bruises.

The next thing she knew, he'd stopped as abruptly as he'd started. He grabbed
her under the arns before she got a breath, and threw her toward a-wagon?

What ever, she was flying through the air, straight for it. Before she had tine
to brace herself, she |anded inside a darkened boxlike structure, and hit her
head agai nst the wooden floor. Men | anded on top of her in the next noment,

t hen somet hi ng bul ky and heavy flew in after them The door they'd been tossed
t hrough sl ammed shut, there was the sound of a bar dropping in place over the
door. Before either of themcould nove, the box began jolting around, bouncing
and bruising themboth unmercifully to the sound of wheels and gal | opi ng
hooves.

W're in a wagon. A prison-wagon, or a treasure-wagon, they're about the samne-
That was all the tiny, still-sane part of her could think, as she and Men
clung to each other, and screamed and cried until they were hoarse, sore of
eye and of throat, as well as battered and brui sed.

Eventual | y they nanaged to brace thensel ves so that they weren't bouncing
around quite so badly, and long after they'd cried thensel ves out, the wagon
finally slowed to a reasonabl e pace.

"\What happened?" Meri asked tearfully, in a hoarse whisper

"I th-think we've been kidnapped,"” Kira stamrered back

"But -why?" Meri wailed. "Who would want to ki dnap us?"

Kira ignored that question; obviously their father was under the inpression

t hat someone woul d want to, or he wouldn't have sent guards to escort them
hone for the holidays. She knew, beneath her own fright and nausea, that
somehow she woul d have to cone up with better questions than that. You had to
have questions before you coul d have answers-and oh, she needed answers now
A voice out of menmory interrupted her chaotic, fear-filled ranbling.

"Thi nk things through."

She started; for a noment the menory of Tarma's voice was so clear that it
seened as if she'd really heard the words.



"W have to think, Meri," she whispered fiercely. "Like Tarma al ways says."
She screwed up her face in concentration, and tried to dredge up ot her
nmenori es that night help.

"Start with what you know, and go on to what your resources are. Don't waste
the first few noments on specul ation. ™"

She |icked her |ips. What she knewwell, they'd been ki dnapped. They were in a
wagon, being hauled rapidly away from where they'd been taken. And she knew
t hat sooner or later, someone would come | ooking for them

How soon? No, that's a specul ation. There was nothing to tell her who it was
that held them captive. But at the very |least, she should begin by exam ning
their prison.

There wasn't much to exam ne; there was enough roomon the floor for both
girls to stretch out at full-length, but not much nore than that. The walls
were strai ght and unadorned, and would pernit an adult to stand erect. There
were no w ndows, no benches to sit on, but light did leak in through a couple
of chi nks and knothol es. No help there.

She exam ned the bul ky objects that had been tossed in after them by touch

and di scovered to her joy that it was their packs! But it was obvious that

t hey' d been opened, and a quick feel through both proved that nothing in the
way of a weapon had been left to them not even a pair of Meri's scissors. She
still had the tiny knife in her boot, but it wouldn't be of nuch use.

Resources. Cothing, Men's enbroidery, beads and jewelry they didn't steal
and ny journal. | suppose we could use drawstrings to strangl e someone,
provi ded he held still and cooperat ed-

She stifled a hysterical |augh. Concentrate! \Wat came next?

"Father will send soneone to find us, won't he?" Men asked, her voice
trenbling just a little.

"Once he knows we're gone. If he can find us." There didn't seemany point in
telling her twin |less than the truth. "That could be hard. | don't know where
they're taking us, but it's probably far away. And they've got us |locked up in
thi s wagon, | bet,

so we don't attract attention. If they get onto a trade road, it's going to be
awfully hard to track us."

Meri took a shuddering breath, but kept herself under control. "Coul dn't
we-|l eave a trail of sonething? Like the goose-girl and her pocket of pebbles?"

Kira al nost disnmissed that as desperate babbling, but something in her seized
on the idea. Atrail- maybe that wasn't such a bad idea. There was a chink in
the floor, and they could drop sonething small out of it w thout nuch trouble.
But what? And how coul d they keep what they dropped from being seen by their
captors? Al nost anything they dropped would stand out in the snow

-snow. VWite snow. Wite silk! Silver beads!
"Meri, | need the white silk you got fromJadrie, and the silver beads," Kira

said urgently. "Can you find it in here?" She shoved Meri's pack over to her
and hoped that the silks hadn't been | ooted.



"I think so." Meri rummaged around in her pack in the sem darkness, and
finally came up with a handful of skeins of thread that shone pale as
nmoonl i ght in her hand, and a little box that rattled. "Here. \Wat are you
going to do?"

"Leave a trail for people to follow," Kira replied, carefully finding the end
of one of the skeins, then snipping off a short piece with her tiny knife.
"They shoul d have dogs. They m ght have Warrl! \Wen they find this silk,
they'Il knowit's us."

Carefully, she fed the silk through the chink, doing her best to keep it from
snagging on a splinter. It took three tries, and three pieces, before she hit
on the idea of nmaking a funnel with a piece of paper from her journal, but at
| ast she got one to drop all the way through

Meanwhi | e, she kept thinking. "We've got to figure out a way to sl ow
everything down," she said, as she continued to thread bits of silk through
t he wooden floor, alternating the silk with silver beads. "Think, Meri! What
can we do to make it hard for these people?"

"Should we try to run away when they take us out?" Meri asked doubtfully.

"They're a |l ot bigger than we are, and there's nore of them" Kira reni nded
her. "And | don't think they care if we get hurt alittle." O even a |lot.

"Besi des," she continued, "If we try to run away, they won't ever let us out
again."

"Could we do sonething to the horses?" "Only if they let us get near them"
Kira thought about it a noment, pondering the possibilities of burrs under
saddl es, or crystal beads |odged in hooves, then shook her head regretfully.
"I don't think they're going to do that. If we were bigger, we could probably
| oosen the wheel s on the wagon or sonething-if we had wine we could get them
all drunk-"

Meri thought for a while longer, then said, reluctantly, "Wat if we got sick?
Wul dn't they have to stop so we wouldn't die?"

"They'll know if we aren't really sick, and anyway, they could just |eave us
in the wagon."

"Not-" Meri bit her lip, and Kira could tell her twin was blushing by the tone
of her voice. "Not if it's-stomach troubles. And |ower."

"Stomach grippe? What are you thinking of ?" Kira asked sharply.

"Remenber ny bl ack beads? The ones Kethry told ne never to let the baby play
wi th, because they'd make him sick? They took ny good jewels, but not those."
Meri rummaged in her pack again, and came up with three long ropes of small,
dark beads. "They're not really beads, they're seeds, and Jadrek helped ne to
find out what they were. They don't taste like anything, and if we eat three
or four, we'll get sick. Then they'll have to stop to let us-be sick. Wn't

t hey?"

Kira | ooked at her twin with sudden adnmirahon. 7 would be willing to get sick
to sl ow everything up-but I wouldn't have thought Meri would! "I think so,"
she said, with another thought com ng into her nmind- but one she would save,
until she had a better idea of what their situation was. "It's worth a try."

Bl ood everywhere. |'d thought | would never have to deal with a situation |like



this one again. Tarma surveyed the carnage inpassively, but with a sinking
feeling in her heart. The bodies of the ten guards that had lately left the
school with Meri and Kira now spraw ed in ungainly poses over about a quarter
of an acre of tranpled snow. Three were down on the road itself, four lay in a
ragged line under their dead and fallen horses and had clearly never gotten
the chance to struggle free before they, too, were killed, and the remaining
three were in a line behind them where they had nade a final stand afoot.

Bl ood stained the white snow red everywhere, and liberal trails of nore blood
headi ng off to the south and west showed that the ki dnappers had not gotten
away conpl etely unscat hed.

But there were no dead that were not of the guards in Tilden's livery, so if
any of the attackers had died, their bodies had been carted away. A bad sign
Whoever planned this was well organized, well armed, and with a |lot of nen.
And it wasn't a sinple bandit-raid. Not one guard had been left alive to send
word of the massacre. Those horses that weren't dead were grouped together
heads down, exhausted-not carried off with the bandits. The two ponies that
Meri and Kira had ridden out on stood under a tree beside the road, sadly
nosi ng through the snow and biting at the wi thered grass they found there.

Nobody actually stopped to | oot either, not even the gear on the dead and
living horses. Al the arnms and arnor, all the packs that belonged to the dead
men, it's all still here. Just the girls and their packhorse, that's all that
were taken, and | have to wonder if the packhorse wasn't grabbed just because
they didn't want to take the tinme to unload the girls' stuff off him If we
hadn't had Need, nobody woul d have known this happened until sone trader or
farmer stunbl ed over the bodi es-and even then, no one woul d know t hat the
girls were missing. Until Tilden canme |ooking for them that is.

"Where now?" she asked Kethry. "South and west," she replied i mediately.
"More west than south.”

Well, that certainly corresponded with those telltale blood trails.

Tarma sucked on her lower lip, and glanced up at the sky to the west. Behind
the gray pall of clouds, the sun shone feebly, no nore than a finger's-breadth
above the horizon. The air was sharply cold, too cold for snow at this point,
so for a while they could followthe clear trail left by the kidnappers. It
woul d be dark soon-and no time to act on her hunch that the ki dnappers were
about to drive straight south. At least, not in tine to cut themoff.

"Stay on the pillion, Furball," she told a weary Warrl behind her. "I'Il track
themas long as | can see, then you take over until we can't ride anynore."

But just as twilight faded, that became easier to do, for the tracks of the
runni ng horses in the unbroken snow were joined by the tracks of wheels. Warrl
rai sed his nose for a quick investigation, as Tarma read the churned-up snow.
The bl ood-trails ended where the wheel marks began, so the kidnappers had
paused | ong enough to rough-bandage their wounds.

*.New nmen, here. They waited for sonme tinme while the others created their
anbush and sprung it.:

"So they had a wagon ready and waiting, and that's where they put the girls."
She gritted her teeth. "Smart. You keep them conpletely under control and you
don't have to worry about soneone accidentally seeing them Hard to explain a
little girl trussed up like a chicken for the pot, but no one is likely to be
curious about a prison-wagon. | wish to hell | knew who these people were! It
would tell ne a |ot about why they' ve done this and what they want."



"Surely ransom" Kethry ventured, but Tarma shook her head.

"Not necessarily, she'enedra. This could be political, an attenpt to force
Tilden into a position he wouldn't otherw se take by holding his girls." She
used a little mental discipline to keep herself calmso that she could think
properly, as her battlemare responded to her unease by shifting her wei ght and

| ooki ng around for the danger. "It could be political in another way, to make
an exanple out of the girls, to show how ruthl ess these peopl e can be.
HelIfires, if there are still any of Char's old allies around, |1'd count on

themto be that ruthless. It could be religious; the Triune Goddess Priests
have been getting their noses out of joint since there isn't an official state
religion anynore."

"I't doesn't even have to have anything to do with Rethwellan," came the small,
uncertain voice frombehind her. As she turned to peer at Jadrie through the
gloom the girl swallowed but |ooked straight into Tarma's eyes and bravely
continued her thought. "Merili is supposed to marry the Prince of Jkatha. And
t he ki dnappers are goi ng south. Maybe sonmeone wants to force Queen Sursha to
do something to get Men back safe. You know she'd have to do sonething,
especially if it's Jkathans that took Meri and Kira."

"Dam. Qut of the nouths of babes. Good thinking, kitten." And naybe | ought
to be grateful that she's along. . . . Tarma shook her head, then tried to

vi sual i ze where they were on a map. Wth a sinking feeling, she realized that

i f the kidnappers continued southward, they would quickly strike a major trade
route, and the odds were high that they would be able to nuddl e or hide their
trail there in the tracks of ongoing traffic.

Whi ch neant that the odds were high that they would strike straight south
soon. Going across country to try at least to catch up was a better plan than
it had seened a few nonents ago

Plots on plots-what if sonmeone wants the boy to marry his girl? Getting Tilden
to forbid the narriage in order to get the girls back would do that, and
Sursha doesn't even have to enter into it. Wat if they want to nake a
political incident out of this, between Jkatha and Ret hwellan? Making it | ook
as if Sursha is behind it could easily do that. The trouble is-the trouble
is-a lot of these plots end in murders.

"Warrl, we need you now," she told the kyree, and with a groan, he junped down
off the pillion-pad behind her into the ankl e-deep snow. "W'I| keep going as
long as we can, then we'll stop for a rest and start as soon as there's
light."

"Footing?" Jadrie said hesitantly. "For the horses? Shouldn't we have sone
['i ght?"

Tarma followed in Warrl's wake before she answered, but this was practica

know edge for Jadrie. "If we didn't have Warrl, or if he was fresh, or if we
were on anything but Shin"a'in horses, | would agree. Warrl is too tired to
make nore than a wal k," she pointed out. "At that pace, we let the horses fee
their owmn way. | don't want to advertise our presence with a light-in

conditions like this, you could see a light for |eagues. Plus if the
ki dnappers have a mage, he nmight be able to sense a nmage-light."

There was no nore comment from Jadrie, so Tarma put the child out of her mnd
and let Warrl lead themall onward, as the horses placed their hooves wth
del i berate care.

At this point, she wasn't anything nore than a passenger; she fol ded her arns



and rucked her hands into her belt, let her head sag, and dozed. |f the dammed
sword wasn't making life too difficult for Kethry, she knew her partner was
doi ng the sane. Catch sl eep whenever you can. The mares and Warrl woul d warn
of danger long before it was visible, and they were too far behind the

ki dnappers for there to be any likelihood of stunbling into their canmp. O
course Jadrie wasn't going to nap, and shouldn't, because she didn't have a
battl emare, only a Shin'a'in-bred saddl emare. But Jadrie al so had two

advant ages over her elders-the first, that she wasn't expected to fight or
track later and didn't need the extra sleep, and the second that she was
decades younger than either Tarnma or her nother and could go | onger on |ess
rest.

The horses plodded on into the thick darkness, as Tarma roused herself roughly
every candlemark or so to check their bearings by Kethry and Need. As she had
expected, sone tinme within the first candl emark after darkness fell, the

ki dnappers turned south, and were probably on the trade road into Jka-tha
right at that nonment. Probably canped. 1 hope the girls are all right, at

| east for now It was sone confort to know that they were in a wagon, probably
| ocked in there, and that the people who'd taken them were trained and
disciplined. If all they were was terrified-well, they could get over sinple
terror. There were other things that could happen to little girls that were
harder to get over.

I ncl udi ng bei ng mnurder ed.

It was just after mdnight that Warrl stunbl ed over a snow covered branch, and
admtted, :1'mdone in, mndmte. W have to rest now The track still says
not hi ng has happened to the girls, and | can't go any further.

Bot h mares stopped when Warrl did, and Jadrie's horse only went another pace
or two further than that. "Right. W' re stopping, Keth," Tarma call ed.

Ket hry grunted a vague reply, and shook herself awake. As she and Tarma slid
stiffly out of their saddles, Kethry kindled a very di mmage-1ight and Tarma
| ooked around for a suitable canpsite. There wasn't rmuch, out here in an area
of rolling hills nmostly covered with scrub and very rough grasses, but a

hal f-circle of snow covered bushes gave a certain ampunt of protection from
wi nd and wat chers. She got Jadrie to help set up the tiny tent, and Kethry got
out grain for the horses and took over the three packs and extingui shed the
light. Then, while Kethry laid blankets down on the floor and tucked their
packs inside for safekeeping, Jadrie and Tarma unsaddl ed the horses, rubbed

t hem down, and gave themtheir rations. She didn't need to hobble the

bat-tl emares, for they wouldn't wander, and to keep Jadrie's mare from
strolling off, she sinply fastened her halter to Ironheart's.

The tent was very small, but big enough for all three of themto |lie down
together, with alittle roomto spare for |luggage. As Tarnma had known she
woul d, Kethry had set up a spell to keep it warmall night long, without a
fire. She'd al so done sonmething to make the tent poles glow faintly (a gl ow
that couldn't be seen from outside through the canvas) so that they could see
to keep feet out of faces. Their blankets were to pad the tent floor beneath
them and to keep the cold fromseeping into their bodies from bel ow, not for
warnth. It was possible that a mage could sense all this, but these were very
m nor magics, and well within the scope of just about any earth-witch or
hedge-wi zar d.

Wt hout being asked, Jadrie brought in a leather pail full of snow, and rucked
it into the comer to thaw, then took one of the outside positions. Tarma took
the other, putting Kethry into the "protected" position between them but then
Warrl wiggled into the tent, somehow getting into the avail abl e space (what



there was of it) and put hinself between Jadrie and the tent wall. Kethry gave
each of thema strip of dried meat and a piece of hard journey bread; they ate
in silence and warnth and passed the water-skin back and forth until the
thirst roused by salt-dried neat and bricklike bread was gone. Kethry

ext i ngui shed the glow of the tent poles, and the silence seemed even deeper

Then Kethry took a deep breath, and Tarma knew she was going to say sonething.

"You' ve been quiet, you've kept up, you've obeyed orders, and when you' ve said
something, it's been sensible,” the nage said softly into the darkness, and
all of them knew which "you" was meant. "You' ve been a help instead of a

hi ndr ance. "

"Thank you," Jadrie said in a small voice.

"I"'mnot glad you're here, kitten-and all you have to do is think back on the
anbush to know why." Her voice broke a little. "The idea that something |ike
that coul d happen to you has me in knots. You're only a child. You aren't
supposed to be seeing things like that."

Tarma heard jadrie swallow, then she said, "But- | already have. How can we be
shel tered when we're your children?"

"She's got you there, Geeneyes," Tarnma said dryly.

"I promise, | promse, that unless you tell ne to do otherw se, when we find
t hese people, I'"'mgoing to stay far enough behind that | can run if | have
to." Tadrie paused and then said, in a new and tearful voice, "But you have to

prom se that you won't let anything |ike that happen to you!"

It was almost a wail, and Kethry caught her daughter up in her arms, as Tarna
grabbed a free hand and squeezed it.

"I can promise we'll try, kitten," Kethry said, in a voice nearly as hoarse as
Tarma' s.

And with that, they all sought uneasy sleep, and were exhausted enough to find
it.

When you're sick, riding in a wagon is really a bad idea. By the time darkness
fell, the seeds they'd eaten had taken full effect, and Kira really did fee
sick; her stomach churned, there was a fat lunp in her throat that kept making
her gag, and her nmouth felt sour and dry. In fact, she wasn't sure now t hat
she coul d manage to keep her nausea under control much | onger, which could
make things really nasty in there. Wen the wagon stopped, she pounded on the
door, and put desperation into her voice.

"Pl ease!" she wail ed, and fought back the nausea. "Let us out! W're sick!"

Foot st eps creaked on snow just outside the door. "What do you nean, sick?"
asked a suspicious voice fromthe other side.

"Please! I"'mgoing to throw up!" she gul ped, beginning to retch a little in
spite of herself, and the door opened inmediately.

"I'f you're faking-" the man began, but had no further chance to say anything,
for Kira couldn't control her heaving stomach anynore, and threw up at his
feet. He junped back just in tinme to avoid being splattered, cursing.

"I"msorry-" She clapped her hand over her nouth, as tears rolled down her



face fromthe pain of her bruised stomach muscl es. He kicked snow over the
mess and lifted her and Meri out with surprising care, seeing as she'd al npost
thrown up on him Maybe he just didn't want to have to dodge the ness again.

| don't think he's angry, though. . . . "Please-" Meri gasped. "-where?" He
poi nted, and they ran for the bushes at the side of the canp, where they rid
t hensel ves of the dreadful little seeds, and everything else that was in their

stomachs. Both of them were chilled, shaking and weak when they finished. Kira
filled her nouth over and over with snow, spitting it out again to rid herself
of that awful taste, and Meri did the sane. Her hands shook, her head ached,
and her stomach mnmuscles were so sore she wanted to just lie down in the snow
and never get up again. But she did, even though her knees threatened to
collapse as she helped her twin to her feet. No one asked if they were al
right, or came to help them

But no one kept themfromgoing to the fire instead of the wagon either, and

t hey huddl ed together as close to the warnth as they could, eyes hal f-cl osed,

hol di ng hands. Surely the way they | ooked now woul d keep anyone from thi nki ng
they had it in themto try and escape. But now that the seeds were gone, every
passi ng nonent brought a little nore relief and strength.

In spite of the-now ebbi ng-nausea, Kira saw quite a bit behind her eyel ashes.
They were on a road, or rather, in a canmp just off of a road, so it was a good
thing that she'd been dropping silk and beads were about twenty men in this
group, which seenmed like an awful ot to kidnap two little girls.

The man who'd | et them out canme over and poked Kira with his toe. "Hey, why're
you sick?" he asked gruffly. He didn't seemunkind; in fact, there was sone
concern on his unshaven face. Although he wasn't anyone she woul d have picked
for a friend, she sensed they m ght have a reluctant ally.

It was Meri who answered. "A |lot of the students were sick before we left,"
she replied in a thin and weak-sounding voice. "I didn't think we'd get it,
but | guess we did." She shivered and said in a half-noan, "I feel awful.
want to go home!"

"I told you there was nothing to worry about. It's just sone childish ail ment,
and it will pass off in a day or so." The irritated voice out of the dark
beyond the fire was a new one, and had an odd accent. Kira didn't place it,
but Meri did.

She put her head down on Kira's shoul der, and pressed her nouth up near Kira's
ear, as if she couldn't hold her head up any | onger, "fkathan," she whi spered,
a nere thread of sound.

The man who' d hel ped them seened to feel a little sorry for them now, he
hovered over them both for a nonent, then went a few paces off and returned
with a huge fur rug-a bit notheaten and bare in patches, but warm He w apped
it around both of them and actually tucked it in awkwardly.

"I don't s'pose you want anything to eat?" he asked. "Beans ain't done, but
they're cooking in broth, you could have a bow of that an' bread."

Kira's gorge rose at the nere thought of eating, and she shook her head as
violently as she dared. Right now, though, she'd have traded every val uabl e
she had ever owned for a nug of willow tea for her aching head.

"Just sit there an' get warm an' when you wanta sleep, take the rug into the
wagon with you. I don' need it," he said gruffly, and |eft them al one.



There was a pot on the fire in front of them which Kira's nose told her was
the one that held the broth and some sinmmrering beans; next to the fire was a
stack of jouneybread, and a stack of bows beside it. Good; the little seeds
woul dn't stand out in a pot of beans. Hopefully, before they got chased into

t he wagon, her stomach would settle and she could slip the seeds into the pot
under cover of getting bows of broth for herself and Meri. If this was a canp
i ke any other, the beans were for breakfast, as it would take that long for
themto soften in the cooking enough to eat.

Meanwhi | e, she and Meri pretended to doze as sick children do, and she watched
as much of the canp as she could see wi thout noving her head. Slowy, her
stomach settled; slowy her headache went away. The cold air hel ped, and so
did the fact that they weren't noving anynore.

Al t hough these nmen were dressed roughly, they didn't act |ike anything other
than a well-trained group, accustomed to working together-so the shabby
clothing they had over their arnor nust have been a di sguise. Three of them
qui ckly put up a small but luxurious tent, got coals fromthe fire for a
brazier to heat it, and brought in a generous amount of beddi ng, before
arrangi ng their own beddi ng beside the fire. Kira got a brief |ook at the
tent's owner before he went inside and | aced the door shut; he wasn't shabbily
dressed, and she thought he was the owner of the Jkathan accent.

The rest of the nmen seened to relax a little when he went inside his own
little quarters, though they studiously ignored the girls' presence. Sone of

t hem had been hurt in the fight, and they took this opportunity to get each

ot her bandaged properly. Kira was obscurely grateful that she hadn't known any
of her own guards; it would have been horrible to sit there watching these
peopl e patch thensel ves up, while wondering which of them had been the

mur derer of someone she knew.

Sonme of the nen went out of the canp and didn't cone back-they had gone out on
guard duty, Kira was fairly certain, which made it less likely that she and
Meri could slip away under cover of darkness. And even if we did, where would
we go? | don't know where we are, and neither does Meri. "You' ve got to know
your territory before you can hide easily, or find help.

Sone of the nen di pped out bows full of broth to soak their bread in and sat
down on their bedding to alternate broth-di pped bread with bites of dried
meat. They didn't seeminclined to talk nuch, not even with their fellows; as
soon as they finished their abbreviated neals, they crawled into their
bedrolls and were soon snoring. Kira wondered how they could sleep so easily
after the awmful fight, after killing and bei ng wounded. Shoul dn't they be
staring up at the sky, sleepless, or haunted by nightmares?

Maybe they don't care anynore.

The t hought was too horrible, and she resolutely put it away. Feeling bad
wasn't going to fix anything right now What she and Meri needed do was to get
their own plan in nmotion, to slow their captors down.

Maybe in the process, they'd find an opportunity to escape. "Want to go back
to the wagon?" Kira whispered. "I'mfeeling better."

"I could eat broth and bread-if you were thinking of that." Men squeezed her
hand to show that she renenbered the plan for Kira to doctor their kidnappers
food. "I'll take the robe back to the wagon, if you can bring food for both of
us."

One of the men roused from sl eep and wat ched them as they got up, but | ost



i nterest when they crept about with all the synptons of still being ill and
weak. Men dragged the heavy robe back to the wagon and clinbed inside; Kira
fei gned equal weakness and wobbl ed toward the fire.

She was afraid that the hel pful fellow would show up and dip out the broth for
her, but evidently he was on guard duty, and the only men still awake | ooked
poi ntedly away from her. Maybe their consciences were bothering themhere were
these two poor little girls, obviously sick, who should have been at hone in
bed, not dragged about in a prison-wagon. That only rmade her subterfuge
easier, and she whispered a little prayer of thanks as she made the nost of
her opportunity. The seeds were in a drawstring bag that matched one of Men's
dresses and had been neant to hang on her belt. The bag was up her sleeve, and
she'd al ready unfastened the nmouth of it. As she di pped out the second bow of
broth, a steady stream of seeds poured out of her sleeve into the pot, the

spl ashing they made covered neatly by the noises she made di ppi ng out the
broth. She made sure to take enough bread to hide in the wagon for

br eakf ast-they would not want to share those beans, and could easily feign an
attack of nau-

sea to cover their disinterest in food. Once the caravan got back underway,
they could eat the bread wi thout fear of discovery.

She handed the food to Meri and clinbed into the wagon hersel f, pleased to

di scover that Meri had taken the clothing in their packs and made a kind of
nest out of it. "Hi de nost of that bread," she whi spered, as she got in beside
her sister and took back her bow. "W'I|l need it for tonorrow "

She tasted her broth, and wi shed for Devid Cook; it wasn't horrible, but it
was very flat, unseasoned, probably made by boiling unsalted dried neat. The
journeybread wasn't any better, but when the bread was soaked in the broth it
made a pal atabl e nmush that was warm and it was probably better for their
tender stonmachs than real food would have been

After that, there didn't seem anything nore to do but sleep, so they curled up
around each other to share the warnth of their bodies, and somehow, in spite
of all the horrible things that had happened to them they fell quickly and
dreanm essly into sleep

It wasn't even dawn when the canp roused and the nmen began packing things up
and not at all quietly either. There was a | ot of cursing, groaning- wounds
had probably stiffened in the night, and so had nuscl es. Horses stanped and
conpl ai ned, harness jingled, but all of the sounds were very brisk and

busi nessli ke. They probably aren't taking any chances that soneone m ght
follow, Kira thought rmuz-zily. They want to get as far away fromthe anbush as
possi ble. The farther they are, the less likely that anyone will connect them
toit.

Their hel per poked his face into the wagon door just at that noment. "Need the
bushes?" he asked. He | ooked friendlier today, and Kira found herself hoping
he hadn't been part of the anmbush. She didn't want to hate him

They nodded, and he hel ped them out of the wagon again, then took them over to
the side of the canmp and pointed to sone very thick evergreen bushes a little
shorter than they were. "Keep your heads in sight, one of you, anyway," was
all he said; they took the hint, went to the other side and relieved

t hensel ves quickly. At |east he hadn't made themtake care of it while he

wat ched.

They continued to feign weakness and sickness as he escorted them back to the
wagon. "Want breakfast? You won't get another chance till we stop, and that



won't be until dark," he told them and both of them shook their heads
violently. "Right, then. In you go." Rather than wait for themto clinb into
t he wagon, he picked each of themup in rumand left themon the floor
"Here-" He dropped in a water-skin beside them "CGot stomach troubles, you
can't let yourself get all dried out. Drink that a bit at a tinme. Try and

sl eep; the |l ess noise you make, the better off you'll be. He doesn't want any
trouble, and he's not one to cross."

Then he cl osed the door, and once again, closed in the cold darkness, they
heard the bar drop across it outside.

Vell, this tinme at | east we have food and water, that nice fur robe, and we've
padded the floor. She didn't -want to risk making any conversation that m ght
be overheard, so she curled back up in the still-warmfur robe and after a

nmonent of hesitation, Men curled up beside her. She shoved their padding aside
until she found the chink in the floor by the thin, weak light that came up
through it, and got the knife, the paper cone, the bits of white silk, and the
silver beads out of hiding.

Then they waited, listening to the sounds of the nen nmoving around the canp
out side. Some of them were speaking a |anguage Kira didn't know, but Men
nodded when she | ooked askance at her sister. Jka-than, then. So why have
Jkat hans ki dnapped us? It was all a frustrating puzzle.

Finally there were the sounds of jingling harness and horses' hooves, and the
wagon noved as at |least two horses were hitched up to it. There hadn't been a
driver's seat on the front of what was essentially a plain box, so Kira

deci ded that the kidnappers nust be controlling the horses with one man riding
on the near-side beast. That was the way that prison-wagons were often
harnessed so that the prisoners inside would not get a chance to kill the
driver; it would nmake sense for their kidnappers to use a prison-wagon to hold
them There was no chance they would be able to break out of it, and nothing
for themto use as a weapon inside. As for getting attention or help from
strangers, nost people avoi ded prison-wagons |ike a curse, and if anyone did
hear screaming and calling fromone, they'd ignore it, even if it sounded |ike
children were doing the scream ng. There were plenty of ways a child could end
up in a prison-wagon, all of them perfectly good reasons to |ock such a child
up. Madness, for one, which would nmake it highly unlikely that anything they
shout ed woul d be heeded or believed.

Wl l, she didn't need to nake any trouble for their captors in here-she'd

al ready made enough out there. If everyone ate at |east sonme of the beans, in
a couple of candlemarks, they'd start to feel the effects. W only ate two
seeds each, and there nust have been dozens, maybe hundreds, in that bag. But
they were cooking all night, and that m ght have weakened the brew. O would
it have concentrated? I wi sh I knew nore about these things.

Finally the wagon lurched forward and bunped onto the frozen surface of the
road. Meri got the jour-neybread out of hiding and offered her some. They
shared the waterskin between them but drank sparingly; neither of them
doubted that their captor had been telling the truth, and that there would be
no stops until nightfall. Well, no planned stops.

When she'd finished her tastel ess chunk of bread, she laid the patch of floor
bare, and under cover of the fur, began dropping beads and bits of silk to the
road below. If the seeds affected their kidnappers at the sanme rate she and
Meri had been affected, right about noontinme things would start to get

i nteresting.

In the uncertain light of false dawmn they woke and packed everything up



hastily. Warrl had recovered his strength conpletely, and was ready to go
before they were, so he took the opportunity to run down a bunny for his
breakfast. They were back on the trail before true dawn.

As Tarma had bl eakly expected, the trail dead-ended on the traderoad, which
had thawed and re-frozen, |eaving an unreadable, hard, rutted surface. There
was no trace of the wagon or the horses they'd been follow ng. Even Varrl
couldn't get a scent on a surface |like that.

That woul d have been all right, since with Need to guide them they knew which
direction to go, but they hadn't gone a | eague before the road split into
three, all of them going south. Pick the wong one, and their quarry would get
so far ahead they'd never catch up. She sat and swore, silently, staring at
the dammed triple-fork, as Warrl scouted ahead on the frozen surface, hoping
for a trace of scent or some other miracle to give thema clue. Then, beyond
expectation, the mracle occurred. : Mndmate!: the kyree called excitedly.
-.Here, the mddle road! | have a patch of Kira's and Men's scent!:

Now Tarma swore happily. "Warrl has a scent!"” she called to the other two, and
sent her mare | oping down the uneven surface as they followed the kyree. Warrl
went on ahead, reporting tiny patches of scent at uneven intervals, confirm ng
that the first patch wasn't a fl uke.

"What is he picking up?" Kethry asked, wonder-ingly. "What could he possibly
be picking up?"

"I don't know," Tarma began, "Maybe one of them managed to rub a hand on a
wheel , but you'd think he'd have picked that up before this-"

"I think I know " Jadrie suddenly said, and urged her horse ahead of theirs.
She dangl ed down fromthe saddle in a trick Tarna had taught her and snatched
something tiny off the top of a rut w thout pausing, then turned her horse and
cane back to them "Look!" she said in triunph, holding up a tiny thread of
white. It didn't ook |ike anything.

"What in-" Tarma went cross-eyed trying to look at it.

Jadrie grinned. "It's the white silk enbroidery thread | gave Meri for

M dwi nter. Renmenber, you've trained Kira, and she knows she has to | eave us
something to follow. | bet they're cutting it up and dropping it out of the
wagon. "

"I bet you're right." She turned her attention to the kyree and thought at
him Warrl, if you lose the trail, check to either side of the road. You're
following bits of silk, and they m ght blow off the road itself.

:Clever girls!: was his comment, and with that sure guide, they were able to
i ncrease their pace to the ground-eating |ope that best suited the kyree, even
when the road branched, and branched agai n.

By mi dnorning, they cane upon the kidnappers' canp, with the scent of the
girls all around it. The ashes of the fire were cold, but Tarma knew t he

ki dnappers coul dn't have increased their lead by rmuch, if anything. Warrl
reported that the girls had been sick, which didn't surprise Tarna at all, and
didn't worry her too much. That was a natural reaction to what had happened to
them and it was encouraging to know that Warrl reported no signs that the
children had been nistreated in any way-no bl ood, no torn-out hair, the scent
of fear but only what he would have expected. He would be able to scent a drop
of blood too small to see; even bruised flesh would | eave a "different" odor
to his keen senses. And as for other kinds of abuse-well, those would have



left clear scents as well, and Warrl found nothing of the sort.

They didn't spend too nuch time at the canpsite; there wasn't much it could
tell themthat they didn't already know. The snow was too tranmpled to tell how
many nen they were facing, though Warrl's guess was around twenty. There was
one place where a small tent had clearly been set up, and that neant these

ki dnappers had a | eader, someone who considered hinself too superior to the
others to sleep beside the fire with the rest of them There was no scent of
the girls at that spot, and it wasn't likely they'd be allowed out of their
prison, especially at night, so the tent had to belong to the | eader

They set off in rmuch |less than a candl emark, and when the road forked again,
Warrl ranged up both forks until he found another bit of silk, giving themthe
right direction. But it wasn't until they came across a horse-dropping that
was still faintly warmthat Tarma knew for certain that they would be able to
catch up to the ki dnappers.

Twenty men against the two of us? Well, |I'msure Leslac would assunme it was no
contest, but |I'mnot that sanguine. Still, if they'd canped |ast night, they
woul d probably do the sane tonight; they could stay out of spotting range wth
Warrl to scout, and creep up on the canp tonight.

"We're catching up-which nmeans we'd better think of something. Keth, | don't
suppose you coul d cast sone sort of magic that would put themall to sleep
could you?" she asked, a little doubtfully. After all, she'd never seen Kethry
do anything of the kind-but it was worth asking about.

Besi de her, the sorceress tucked her hair under her hood as she replied,
nmoving easily with her horse. "That only happens in childrens' tales and bad
nmel odrama, " Kethry said, then shrugged an apol ogy. "Sorry, but that's how it
is. Even if | could, it would be a sure bet that nmen as organi zed as these are
woul d have a countering magic in effect. | see your point, it would be
convenient if we could put the whol e encanpnment to sleep and just pluck the
girls out of it." She chewed her lower lip. "Let me think about it, and I'lI
tell you what | can do, other than call |ightning down on them or sonething
equal | y spectacul ar and dangerous."

"Spect acul ar would be a bad idea,"”
added for Jadrie's benefit,

Tarma agreed, and Jadri e nodded, so she

" Because- ?"

"We don't know who these people are or where they' re going; we don't know who
is watching for themor comng to neet them Doing sonething spectacul ar coul d
bring down nore trouble than we can deal with." Jadrie had that |esson by
heart, at least. "The ideal thing would be to draw t hem out of the canp, one
at time, and pick themoff that way," Kethry mused. "But we'd have to do it

qui ckly enough that they wouldn't notice until we'd whittled their nunbers
down to a nanageabl e size."

"We'd need something to draw them out,"” Tarma pointed out. "As fast as they're
trying to go, | doubt that they're going to stop to hunt, no matter how
tenmpting the game | ooks. | just can't think of anything likely to bring them
out one at a tine."

"Maybe sonmething will occur to us." Kethry dismissed all specul ations, and

gl anced up at the overcast sky. "Maybe | can do sonething with the weather. O
maybe | could cast a glanmour to nake themthink they are under attack by a
|arge force," *Mndmate-: Warrl's "voice" was attenuated by distance. :
bel i eve you had better stop now and come in carefully. They've been forced to



canp.: There was savage good hunor in his thoughts. Evidently whatever made
the children ill is ... contagious. O it has been made to seemso. I'll cone
back and nmeet you hal fway.:

When the effect of the seeds struck, it was fortunately quite gradual, so it
didn't look like the mass poisoning it really was.

Just about noontine, the nen who had eaten the nobst began to sicken. Although
the girls couldn't make out exactly what was happening, Kira heard voices
strained and di stressed, then sounds she thought neant that riders were
droppi ng back for a nonment, then returning-and each time that happened, the
wagon slowed a little nore. The | eader was annoyed at first, then angry, but
there wasn't anything he could do about it-the nmen weren't in control of their
stomachs anynore, their stomachs were in control of them

Kira and Meri exchanged grins in the senidarkness of the wagon; after all

only one of the men out there had offered to help even a little when they were
sick, and it seemed fitting revenge that no one wanted to hel p the ki dnappers
NOW.

"They probably don't even have any herbs or anything to make them fee
better,” Meri whispered, in ill-concealed glee.

"Probably not, or | bet they'd have drugged us to keep us quiet," Kira agreed.
Finally the wagon stopped altogether, and Kira definitely heard a rider slide
of f the near-side horse and make a stunbling run for the bushes. At that
point, the | eader roared sonme angry commands and when the wagon noved again,
it was only a short distance.

Soneone unbarred the door, but didn't open it. Wen Kira pushed on it
tentatively, it noved, and she cautiously stuck her head out.

Fromthe | ook of things, virtually every man in the group was suffering, but
not all of themwere hit as badly as the others. The healthiest three were
guardi ng the wagon, |ooking pale and unhappy. The worst off could not be seen
at all, but fromthe sounds of it, they were off in the bushes, throw ng up
everything, including their toenails. A couple, including their lone ally, had
col | apsed on hastily-spread bl ankets beside a snmall fire. They | ooked
absolutely green, and Kira didn't think that a single gut-wenching purge was
going to help themget over the effects of the seeds. No, they were going to
be visiting the bushes quite frequently, until every bit of the poison worked
itself out of their systens.

The only man totally unaffected was the | eader, probably because he had his
own private stock of food, and now Kira got a good | ook at him There wasn't
much that was menorabl e about him of average height, weight, and col oring,
brown hair and brown eyes, and only his air of authority and the fine cut and
fabric of his otherwi se plain garnents marked himas different. Even so, there
was no way to tell that he wasn't what he seened, either a prosperous
merchant, or sone other well-off professional, such as a sheriff or an

al derman. At the nonment, he scowl ed so furiously that Kira was very glad she
wasn't under his conmand. He was taking the illness of his nen very
personally, as if they were doing it to nake trouble just for him

She | ooked around, meking certain that she didn't attract attention to herself
by moving too much, but there wasn't nuch that was nenorabl e about this place.
Just like the last spot, they had stopped in a cleared place at the side of
the road, this tine in alittle depression between two hills. She had no idea
where they were, and there was no sign of any habitation, not even a thin



stream of snoke rising fromsone far-off farnmhouse chimey. There were | ow,
scrubby trees and thick bushes, a thin cover of ankle-deep shnow, and not nuch
el se. The hills thensel ves were bare of significant cover, which would give
anyone atop one a good view of the countryside. She wondered if any of the nen
woul d have the strength to clinb up there to stand sentry, and privately
doubted it.

If | just had sone idea where to go, we might be able to get away toni ght, she
thought with rising hope. Maybe if we just stuck to the road, we'd be able to
find an inn or a farm or sonet hing.

A hint of nmovenment atop the hill to their rear caught Kira's eye, and she
withdrew a little into the wagon so the | eader of their kidnappers woul dn't
see her interest. She waited to see if sonething appeared again. She tried to
tell herself that it was only a far-off animal, perhaps a wild cow or donkey;
tried not to get her hopes up too much. But she thought there had been
sonmething fanmiliar in that half-seen shape and the way it had noved.

Wuld it appear again, or was it just a trick of her eyes and the hope that
someone woul d conme to save then? As she wat ched, hol ding her breath, that

hal f-fam liar silhouette did appear, just for a nonent, |eaping up onto the
top of the hill and back down again. Her heart junped into her throat, and
when it happened a third tine and she was sure of what she'd seen, she stuffed
her fist into her nouth to stifle an inadvertent cry of joy that would surely
have betrayed them

No sound escaped, but Meri grabbed her shoul der, seeing her excitenment. She
noti oned for silence, curled up into the fur and Meri cuddl ed up with her
then she pulled the fur over their heads to nuffle her whispers. She didn't
dare take a chance that there m ght be someone near enough to the wagon to
over hear them

"Warrl's out there," she hissed. "I saw him" That was all Meri had to hear
she knew what it neant. Warrl neant Tarma, and Tarma nmeant Kethry. |f anyone
could get themout of this, it would be their teachers! Meri hugged her hard
inafit of repressed excitenent.

"Let's see if they'll let us use the bushes,” Meri hissed. "That way you-know
will see us and know we're all right, and they'll know we're in the wagon. If
we get locked in tonight, they' Il know where we are."” Now that was a good

t hought, and after a nonment or two to make sure she wasn't going to betray
hersel f by | ooking healthy and excited, Kira went to the door of the wagon and
slowy | owered herself to the ground. Actually, her stomach nuscles stil

ached, and she was so stiff frombeing cranped up on the floor of the wagon
that she didn't have to feign that mnuch.

No one said anything, and Meri followed her. Hol ding onto each other like a
pair of feeble old wonen, keeping their eyes on the ground and avoi di ng

| ooki ng at anyone or anything, they noved cautiously toward a stand of the
thick evergreens they'd used this nmorning. They stayed there just |ong enough
to seem convincing, then, with their heads still down, plodded wearily back to
t he wagon.

W' re such neek, obedient little things-and sick, very sick. W're no threat,
we'll be no trouble, we're harnm ess, absolutely harml ess.

Suddenly there was a pair of shiny, expensive black boots between them and the
wagon.

Kira raised her eyes, slowy. In the boot were legs, clad in fine woolen trews



of charcoal gray. The legs nerged into a torso wapped in a handsone fur-1lined
cape of matching wool. Her eyes traveled slowy up the chest to the face, a
face with angry eyes and a bitter mouth, wearing a scow that froze the bl ood
in her veins.

The man who was responsible for their current predicament had taken an
interest in them and it wasn't out of concern for their health.

She felt blood draining out of her face, and had the irrel evant thought that
at least she wouldn't have to try and feign being pale and ill. Her knees
shook so hard that she was afraid they mght to go jelly at any noment. What
did he want? Wiy was he | ooking at themlike that? Surely he didn't suspect
that she had poi soned the food! After all, she and Meri had been the very
first to be ill, and their "synptonms" were the sane as the nmen's.

She felt herself starring to shake as those eyes, so full of anger, |ooked her
over as if she was a particularly shabby bit of merchandi se that he m ght keep
or mght discard.

She didn't want to nove, didn't want to do anything that would cause himto
focus on her. Neverthel ess, she had a duty; she interposed herself between the
man and Meri, and nmet his cold, cold eyes.

He spat something that could only have been a curse, though it was not in a

| anguage that Kira knew. She stood her ground, still |ooking up at him but
doi ng her best to look fragile and pathetic, rather than conbative. "Fragile
and pathetic,"” wasn't her strong suit, but she | eaned heavily on renmenbering
ti mes when Meri had nmanaged to get out of trouble by doing just that. How had
she | ooked? What had her expression been? Meri was better at this than she
was.

She opened her eyes as wide as they would go, let her lower |lip pout out a
little and trenmble, and thought desperately sad thoughts-that they night never
see hone again, or the school, the horrible fight, how afraid she was. The
last wasn't very hard to do, with that awful nan glaring at themas if he held
t hem personal ly responsi ble for everything that was goi ng wong.

O course they were, but that was beside the point. |I need to cry, but not

bl ubber. A runny nose and red face is just going to disgust him Tears, but
artistic ones. She wasn't sure how she knew that, but she was certain of it.
By wi dening her eyes and tilting her head so that the dry breeze hit them she
managed to get themto water, which would pass very nicely for tears.

One huge, fat drop rolled down her right cheek. Two nore foll owed, one on the
| eft and another on the right.

He was unmoved. She sniffed delicately, and another couple of tears coursed in
the paths of the others. He was never going to feel sorry for them but maybe,
maybe, she m ght awaken a tiny twi nge of shame for picking on two little girls
and nmaking them mi serable. She let the tears flow, keeping her eyes glued to
his the entire tine.

It seened to work. He cursed again, and | ooked away-then angrily turned and
stal ked toward on of his nen that was still standing. For a noment Kira
couldn't nove, and shook all over. In his anger at being del ayed, he was

| ooking for some ready target to discharge that anger on. And she sensed that
he m ght be rethinking his plans to match the current conditions.

He was thi nki ng about doing sonething awmful. To us. Oh, Goddess, that was too
cl ose.



Fromthe way her twin sister was shivering, Meri also knew how close it had
been.

Finally, when she figured she could make her |egs nove w thout collapsing, she
led Meri back into the wagon and they clinbed slowy in, to hide in their fur
robe. Maybe if they stayed out of sight and conpletely quiet, he' d forget
about them for now.

The view fromthe top of the hill was excellent, and it was even possible to
hear a certain amount of sound fromthe canp bel ow. Scrubby brush nade fine
cover to a pair of experienced (if out-of-practice) scouts. "They aren't going
anywhere," Tarma said at |ast, as she watched the | eader pitch his own damed
tent. "Whatever's made themsick, it's keeping themhere until tonorrow at
best, and their commander is furious. And | ook at those three-" she pointed
her chin at three recunbent forms wapped in sleeping rolls. "They haven't
noved at all since their last bout. | think they're going to need to sleep
until noon tonorrow at the earliest.”

"Mm " Kethry agreed, watching the activity below. For two former scouts of
their experience, this surveillance was routine; although a civilian would
have said that these hilltops were barren, there was nore than enough cover
for themto hide in.

Everyt hi ng was goi ng exceptionally well, all things considered. The tw ns had
seen Warrl, as Tarma had hoped they woul d when the door of the wagon eased
open. Smart of them to go out as if they needed to relieve thenselves, but do
not hi ng. That was as clear a sign that they knew help was out here as if

t hey' d shouted and waved.

Now how to separate out the kidnappers? Warrl's estimate appeared to be
correct, and twenty was far too many for two wonen and a kyree to take on. No
matter how sick they appeared to be, nost of themwere not as depleted as the
three comat ose beside the fire. If they thought they were under attack, it
woul d be amazi ng how qui ckly they woul d recover

"I'f this was anywhere near a city, |1'd be tenpted to send you down there to
shake your hips at themand lure theminto the bushes one at a tine, Keth,"
she rmurnured.

Kethry snorted. "At nmy age? |I'd need a hell of a glamour to pull that off,"
she retorted. "You'd better think of something else to lure themoff. Even at
my yout hful best, | was never so stunning that men woul d chase after ne with
all the blood gone fromtheir brains into their-"

She stopped, and sonething in the silence made Tarma turn her head the little
it took to see her face.

It was dead white.

What woul d turn her that white? There's nothing going on down in the canp ..
i f must be what we were tal king about. How to lure the men out one at a tine.
And-oh- "You know what will get themto hare off," Tarma said instantly, as
she saw the thought, too. "W'd have to wait until after dark, though."

Ket hry cl osed her eyes and cl enched her jaw, this had to seem|ike one of her
wor st nightmares cone true. But Tarma didn't see that they had any better
opti ons.

"Warrl will be with her," Tarma rem nded her. "You don't think |I'd send her



down there without him do you? And she won't be that far fromyou- and she's
not only femal e, she's your daughter. If Need won't fight for her, 1'll eat
her scabbard wi thout sauce."”

By now Jadrie nust have known sonething was up, but she hadn't translated it
for herself. It was a wonder she wasn't fidgeting right out of her clothes.
"And that's the only reason I'd let her." Kethry let out the breath she'd been
holding in a long hiss, and opened her eyes again. She | ooked at Tarma, doing
her best to mask her fear, and failing conpletely. "You tell her; you're her
teacher, and her commander."

"Tell me what?" Jadrie whispered, a whisper as tense and electric as a shout.
"You have a task, and it isn't to go back up the road and wait," Tarma said

evenly, w thout renoving her eyes fromKethry's. "W're going to need you to
do something only you can do. W have to lure the nen down there out one at a

tinme, and for that we'll need bait. You're the bait."
"Me?" Jadrie squeaked, her eyes huge and round. "What about an illusion?
Can't-"

"I think the man leading this group is a mage," Kethry said evenly. "And we
don't want to give our presence away by using magi c unl ess we absolutely have
to."

Tarma nodded. "You're going to make themthink that either Kira or Men is
trying to run away. In the dark, none of those nen will realize that you're

bi gger and ol der than the twins. Al they'|ll see is a child trying to sneak

t hrough the underbrush."” She saw t he reasonabl e doubt in her pupil's eyes, and
was pleased with it. "I'"ll explain later in detail why we think that the nen
will just chase after you instead of shouting for help; just trust that we're
sure enough to bet our lives onit. It has to be you; neither of us is small
enough to pull off a convincing imtation of a child."
There was a long silence, then Jadrie nodded. "All right,”
"Tell me what 1'll be doing."

she whi sper ed.

Kira and Meri stayed hidden in the wagon as their kidnappers slowy recovered.
By nightfall the worst of their sickness was over, and although they probably
felt weak as kittens and wanted to sleep for days, they weren't |o0sing
everything they put into their stomachs. The | eader stopped cursing, and
someone managed to get a pot of broth started. Both girls sighed, and rel axed
alittle.

Kira had been afraid that their plan was going badly awy; after that single
encounter in the snow, she had known beyond a shadow of doubt that if the

ki dnappers' plot |ooked in danger of falling apart, the | eader woul d never
hesitate to kill both of them

But now it was getting increasingly urgent that they actually do what they'd
pretended to earlier. Finally, a long, weary time after full darkness fell
they couldn't wait any | onger

No one stopped them no one said anything to themin fact, as they crossed the
snow, hand in hand, the canp seenmed far too quiet.

It nmade Kira, at least, very nervous, and if she hadn't had to go so badly,
she'd have turned around and scuttled back to the dubi ous safety of the wagon.
When they'd finished, they noved off a little deeper into the bushes,



reluctant to traverse the dangerously open ground of the canp again. The
dar kness and the concealing brush were very tenpting, as was the know edge
that there was help waiting out there.

"Twi n-" whi spered Meri, "I wonder if we could get away while they're so sick-"
"That," said a Jkat han-accented voice, "would be a very bad idea, little
child."

They whirled as one, and a shadow separated itself fromthe darker shadows
behi nd them taking on man-shape until it noved to where |ight shone on its
face. Kira's face burned at the notion that he had been watching themall this
tine.

"Then again," the | eader continued, "if | were to rid myself of you
troubl esone little creatures right here, no one would ever know what | had
done until spring. And by then, of course, it would be too late, | would be

wel | away, and at |east part of ny plans woul d have been sal vaged."

Once again, Kira interposed herself between the man and her tw n, although
this time she nade no effort whatsoever to look frail and pathetic. She felt
detached from herself, and she watched everything he did as well as what he
said, trying to predict what he was going to do in the next nonent. Wat could
she say or do that would nake himl eave them al one? She knew that all she
needed was to buy enough tine-

"You won't get a ransomw thout us alive," Kira said, trying to keep her voice
from shaking. "Father isn't stupid, and he isn't going to send ransom noney
wi t hout seeing us alive. You know that if you get rid of us, your nmen will
know that, too, and they'll figure there's nothing to get a share of. They
won't like that, and there's twenty of them and only one of you, and you've
been awful nmean to them™

"Threatening me with the revolt of nmy own nen?" The man sounded surprised, and
his voice lost that faint trace of cruel anusenment. "You're nore dangerous
than | thought." H's tone hardened and took on an edge Kira would only
recogni ze later, much |later, when she encountered another man the world called
"fanatic." "As it happens, ransomis the least of ny interests. My intention
is to prevent your filthy out-land sister fromsullying the purity of the

Bl ood Royal by wedding the Prince of our |and. Ransomis secondary, and al ways
has been, a mere convenience to offset certain expenses. If | need to change
nmy plans to exclude the ability to ransomyou, | would not hesitate to do so."

"You can't-" Men began, then clapped her own hand over her nouth.

He | evel ed his gaze on her and she shrank to hide behind Kira. "I can, foreign
child of a foreign whore," he said conversationally. "And al though | would
prefer to do so w thout taking your lives on ny soul, | am beginning to think
you are too dangerous to | eave on this side of eternal judgment."

Jadrie moved in past the man relieving hinself, creeping along on her belly
like a rabbit under cover of the brush, freezing every time she heard a twi g
snap or thought she might have disturbed a branch. The hiss of liquid on snow
covered her little m stakes, though, and it probably didn't hurt this man was
still thinking nore about the state of his stomach than about possible

enem es. Now she was grateful for all of the hours spent learning to do this
very thing, grateful that Tarma had taught her so well she could creep up on a
dozing deer without waking it. Only when she was past the ki dnapper and

bet ween himand the canp did she stand up



Then she began sneaking through the scrub the way a comon child woul d- novi ng
slowy, but not slowy enough, and disturbing plenty of twi gs and branches on
the way. Sure enough, the man saw her novenent, then saw only a child trying
to escape, and cursed, leaping to exactly the conclusion they wanted.

"Cet back here, you brat!" he spat-but not so loudly that he would alert
anyone el se. Jadrie knew why, another lesson in reading the state of an eneny
canp. The | eader of these nen tolerated very little in the way of weakness,
and nothing in the way of failure. This man and his fellows were already in

di sgrace because of their illness, and the leader's tenper was in no fit state
to be disturbed. The nmen were afraid of incurring further wath, sick, and not
thi nking very clearly. This man, confronted by a harm ess child running off,
woul d not admit that he could not catch her hinself. He would not raise a

hue- and-cry, because that would cause the | eader to punish all of themfor
allowing the child to escape in the first place. He would not want to waste
time going back quietly for help-time in which the child could escape. He was
like a coursing-hound with a rabbit starting up just under his nose; all of

hi m focused on pursuit to the exclusion of everything el se.

And that was what made mi s whol e plan possible. Tarna and Warrl had al ready
taken care of the sentries, but there was a canp full of nen to be elimnated
before the partners could effect a rescue. Jadrie had already played this ruse
twice; this was the third time, and it continued to work.

At the first word, she | ooked back over her shoul der, and broke into a run
Reacting just like a hunting hound, the man renenbered only that if the |eader
di scovered the girl had slipped past him he would be in horrible trouble, and
sped after her.

She led himon a path she had al ready scouted, and to a destination of her own
choosi ng, over the hill and into the valley on the other side. She |ooked back
over her shoulder fromtine to tine, but he wasn't putting on any unexpected
bursts of speed.

Even i f he does, she thought, panting, there's always Warrl. Warrl, who was
runni ng alongside him invisible in the darkness. Warrl, who could nake a
single leap and tear out his throat before he could shout.

But that wasn't where she was leading him Warrl was only her backup. \Wen he
was far enough fromthe canp that no sound he woul d make could alert the other
ki dnappers, he learned that it isn't wise to run into unknown territory after
even the nost tenpting of targets.

It was a | esson he would never profit by, however, though perhaps his ghost
woul d be conforted by the fact that his teacher was the fanous Need.

Wi | e her nother cleaned Need' s bl ade, Jadrie went back in search of another
victim glad that it had been too dark for her to really see the end-ganme of
each stal k. She wasn't-quite-ready for that. Better not to think about it for
NOW.

Better concentrate on narrowi ng their odds. At sone point-soon-the odds woul d
be with them She went back into the scrub and headed for the wel cone yell ow
eye that was the canpfire

As she slipped through the brush, Warrl appeared beside her. She didn't start,
per haps because she had attuned herself so closely to these scrubby woods and
her erstwhile partner that she had anticipated himbefore he actually arrived.

*Another,: he said in her mind. .This way.:



She followed him as she had done the last two rinmes. She suspected that he
m ght be fiddling with the mnds of their enenies, too subtly for detection
They certainly were drinking an awful |lot of water, with the attendant
requirement to go rid thenselves of it. And they weren't thinking, either-or
t hey woul d have noticed that three of their nunber had gone out and not cone
back yet.

But maybe Warrl wasn't doing anything. After being so sick, the nmen were
surely very thirsty. Maybe it was just sheer luck

Maybe she wasn't going to argue the point.

This time she lured her quarry to Tarme; that was her choice, when she had
one. Tarma was only braining the men with a stout log; it was her nother

under the influence of Need, who was wreaki ng sheer havoc on the hapl ess
enemy. Now Jadrie really understood some of the comments that Tarma had nmade
in the past about the sword, and she was altogether glad that she wasn't going
to inherit such a troublesone treasure. Ganted, Need's abilities could cone

i n handy, but the idea of an inanimate object that was so downri ght

bl oodt hirsty nade her feel nore than a little sick herself.

The man | ooked up as she deliberately broke a twi g, and sighed instead of
cursed. "Little one-don't run," he said with weary patience as she | ooked back
at him "There is nowhere to go, not even a shepherd hut for |eagues and

| eagues. You are sick, you will die of cold. Come back to the wagon-"

She ran, glancing back. He shook his head and | unbered after her, stil
calling to her.

"I will catch you sooner or later," he promised. "Then | will have to carry
you back and |l ock you in. Do you truly wish to be | ocked in?"

She was a little ashamed at |leading this fellowto an anbush, even if he was
an eneny. He seened to be the only one who was treating her friends with any
sort of kindness.

At least it'll be Tarma, and the worst he'll have is a horrible headache-

Her thoughts were interrupted by a dull thud and the sound of someone
crunpling into the brush and hitting the ground.

"Hated to do that, but better me than Keth," Tarma whispered. "At | east we
know we saved the one decent one. Now go get ne another, kitten, you're doing
fine."

Kira swiftly drew her tiny knife fromher boot, and stared at the |eader,
nmenaci ng himas best she could. He | ooked down at the slender blade in mld
surprise

"Stay away fromus," she told him "I don't want to hurt you."

"What a pity | need to kill you, child," he said. "You prove nore entertaining
by the nmoment." He regarded her as he woul d have exami ned a particularly
interesting insect, and she felt very much like a poor little bug that was
about to be squashed.

I can't kill himmaybe if | hurt him Meri can get away- But she knew with a
sudden sick feeling that she couldn't even manage that; maybe if she'd been
ol der, bigger, nmaybe if she'd seen and done nore, but not now. Not when she



was too small to take hi m bare-handed, not when it wasn't a daydream not when
she knew what human bl ood | ooked |ike. Her hand started to shake.

["I'l just keep himoccupied | ong enough for Meri to run. That was all she
coul d manage.

He stepped toward her a pace, with his hands spread wi de. He wasn't hol di ng
his own knife; he wasn't even trying to grab her. \What did he think he was
doi ng?

H s next words told her. "So-let me see what you are made of. Let ne see if a
foreign child has half the courage of a Jkathan child." H's sardonic smle
told her that he really didn't expect her to show even an ounce of courage.
"Come at ne! Do what you will! | will not even stop you! A child of ny people
woul d be at ny throat Iike a mad dog by now" Hi s eyes taunted her. "What?
Have you no stomach to make good on your threats?"

She brandi shed her knife at him backing up into the brush, which crackl ed
beneath her feet. Meri backed up with her, crazily staying behind her, even as
Kira screamed silently at her to run while she had the chance.

He advanced, another slow step, then another. He | aughed. "Use that little
bl ade, girl!" he taunted.

She tried-she tried to force herself to stab at him and she couldn't. She
just couldn't.

Why is he doing this? To get me to come within reach so he can just break ny
neck? She continued to back up, as he | oonmed between her and the canp, dark
and nenaci ng agai nst the glow of the distant fire.

Way is he playing with us like this?

It struck her that he was enjoying hinmself. He |liked seeing the terror on her
face, liked feeling so conpletely in control of the situation

"You're nothing but a big bully!" she shouted angrily at him "You just want
people to be afraid of you so you can feel inportant!"”

"Little girls should not taunt their elders,"” he adnmoni shed her. "And there
are plenty of people who will fear me in the days to cone. Think how
privileged you are to be the first to taste that terror!"”

In answer, she nmade an abortive rush at him slashing her knife toward his
face, but darted back when he reached out to seize her as she had expected he
woul d.

At this point, she really wasn't thinking anynore. She was observing and
reacting, at a level of analysis that was al nost instinct, knowing that if she
did this, he would respond with that. As long as she could keep this gane
going, they would live a little longer. As long as she could observe and
react, she wouldn't crunble under the weight of her fear

But it seemed that he was getting inpatient, tired of the gane, wanting to
bring it to its conclusion

"What ? You dare not strike, even when you know I will kill you? Even when
swear not to defend nysel f?" A cruel chuckle energed fromhis lips. "Wat a
pity; I had even come to like you, a little. Ch, it would not have saved you,

but I would see that you were properly buried and not left for scavengers. But



since you haven't the courage of a jackal, it is fitting that you go to feed
them It is too bad that you have no stomach to use a weapon agai nst another-"

He broke off his sentence to stare stupidly at the |l ength of shining, pointed
steel protrudi ng through his chest.

"Fortunately,"” Kethry snarled, "W don't have that problem™

And as he fell, Men and Kira ran to Tarma's outstretched arns.
"Come on, kittens," she said as she gathered themup. "Let's go hone."

Children, kittens and puppies tumnmbled over one another in a shrieking, joyful
mass in the mddle of the nursery, a large roomlined with shel ves upon which
resi ded the battered but bel oved toys of a houseful of children. It was just
as well that the toys had all been put away, for no doll or wooden horse could
ever survive the nelee of bodies in the mddle of the room At the nonent, it
was difficult to count how many there were of each species, but there was no
doubt of how happy they all were. Warrl reclined at the sidelines, an

i ndul gent and benevol ent presence standing in for adult authority.

"Well, | don't think they're going to kill each other, and | do think your
M dwi nter present is a success, Tilden," Kethry |aughed, as three of the
masti ff pups together broke fromthe nass and attacked Warrl's tail. Warrl

ignored them and after a few futile attenpts to make the tail do sonething,
t he pups gal |l oped back to the larger pile. Even the Archduke's el dest girl

t he qui et schol ar who considered herself an adult at thirteen, had joined in
t he ronp.

"I was afraid you nmight be annoyed when | descended on you with nore
livestock," their old friend replied, eyes twinkling. "But | could hardly have
given the girls their pets and not have brought identical offerings for your
brood. "

Tarma | aughed, and sl apped himon the back. "You show a fine grasp of

di pl omacy in your old age," she told him "And since the manners and noral s of
the nobility often resenble those of children, | predict you are going to go
far in your political career. Let's go off to somewhere where we can talk

wi t hout having to scream at each other. W can | eave Warrl in charge of

mai ntai ning a pretense of order and let them sort out which ani mal belongs to
who by thensel ves. "

Tilden's chief Mdw nter presents to all of the children consisted of one
Brindl e Mastiff puppy and one Arborn Hunting Cat kitten for each child old
enough to appreciate and care for their pets. Wth sound judgenent, he had
left the animals in the nursery and brought in the children, but had not
parcel ed out particular animals for each. Hunting Cats and Mastiffs were about
the sane size and strength, were often kenneled and trained together and woul d
be perfectly happy paired up together.

"Good idea," seconded Jadrek, who winced as a particularly piercing shriek
split the air.

The adults returned to Kethry's solar, which was just |arge enough to seat al
of them w t hout anyone feeling crowded rather than cozy. The furniture was of
good quality, but with the touch of shabby confort about it that furnishings
often acquire in a house where there are many well-1oved children. Tilden

| ooked around and nodded-wi th satisfaction, Tarma thought.

"You know, " said the Archduke, when they were all settled-and in sonme cases,



sprawl ed-confortably in front of the fire, "this has been such a pl easant
Mdwi nter, I"'mtenpted to ask you to invite us again next year."

"In spite of the circunmstances?" Tarnma asked, arching an eyebrow at him

"Absolutely." Tilden nodded his handsonme head, and his wi fe gave silent
agreement. "The twi ns have no real friends at home, and to be brutally frank

| dread Mdwinter Court-it's when every social-clinber and bore in the Kingdom
shows up to rub elbows with the great and the pretenders, then goes honme to
drop nanes to inpress his provincial friends. |'d be just as happy to have an
excuse to cone here instead of bringing the twins hone for the holidays every
year. It wouldn't be any nore difficult to get up a caravan for us to cone
here. Easier, in sonme ways-ny guards would only be nmaking one round trip

i nstead of two."

Unspoken was the clear and obvious fact that no one in his right mnd, however
bold and fanatic, would attack the Archduke and his retinue. Not with Tilden's
reputation as a warrior.

"Tilden!" his wife |laughed. "How can you say that about our worthy peers?"

"Qur worthy peers are so preoccupied with sucking up to the King that he could
set themon fire and they'd thank himfor the honor," Tilden replied brutally.
"And 1'mglad to be among friends with whom| can speak my mind for a change,

i nstead of mouthing polite idiocy and trying not to feel as if | ought to be
scraping themoff my boots." He turned to Tarma, and she shrugged.

"Don't |ook at ne," she declared. "I'mjust a barbarian nonad with no sense of
rank or decorum renenber? You can keep your Courts; | don't want any part of
them™

"You're well out of it, and I wish I'd had your sense and declined the damed
title," Tilden grunbled, yet with a smle. "You have no idea what those of us
who actually do some work have to put up with fromthe drones. Listen to this,
will you-"

She sat back and enjoyed Tilden's witty, acerbic commentary on the current
crop of Rethwellan nobility, as his wife added sweetly pointed asides and
Jadrek conmented on the lineage (or lack of it) where each was concerned. It
was wonderful to have Tilden and his famly here; she'd forgotten how nuch she
enjoyed his sharp tongue and razor wit. And of course, Jadrie was thrilled,
for she not only had her best friends here for the holiday, but she had a new
friend in the shape of Tilden's el dest daughter Arboli. However scholarly
Arboli mght be, she was al so the daughter of a bodyguard and a

Hor semaster-she rode like a Shin'a'in and could hold her own in rough ganes
and contests. She couldn't match even Kira in swordwork, but she was w ckedly
accurate with a snowball and was endl essly inventive in conming up with new
amusenments to act out.

As for Kethry's twins, they were overjoyed at having a whol e new set of

pl aymates, even if those playnates were girls. Even the two youngest played
happi | y together-insofar as any two strange toddlers could play together. At
least it was with a mininum of squabbl es.

There was never any question of Kira and Meri going back to their father after
their ordeal-they were still sick fromthe effects of cold, fear, and the
seeds they'd eaten, and the new Healer in the village insisted they remain in
bed at the school so that she could nmake certain there would be no | asting
effects fromtheir experience. They ate as if they were hollow, and slept when
they weren't eating, for three days straight.



Meanwhi |l e Kethry had gotten nmessages to their father telling himwhat had
happened. Wile the twins were recovering, Tilden had made his excuses to the
Ki ng, packed up the entire famly, and headed at top speed for the school
with the baggage train followi ng at an easier pace. And when he and his

reti nue appeared on the doorstep, Tarnma wasn't at all surprised to see them
She' d expected himto do exactly that-and if he had been hesitant, his wife
Di ona woul d have overcome that hesitation

The first day was spent with Tilden and Diona closeted with the tw ns, not
even com ng out for neals. The other children circled each other like wary
dogs for half a day, then nade up their mnds to be friends and went out for
snowfights. Wen Tilden and Diona enmerged, they didn't say anything, but they
spent part of the second day closeted with Kethry, then joined the rest of the
conpany and acted as if they had come here only for the pure pleasure of the
trip.

Today was M dwi nter Day, and with it the start of three days of gift-giving
and feasting, which thus far had managed to keep everyone off of serious sub-

jects. The one surprise Tilden had managed to pull off was the magica
production of the litter of kittens and puppies. Tarma still had no i dea how
he' d nmanaged to keep their existence a secret.

Then again, in a baggage-train the size an Archduke has, | suppose you could
probably keep just about anything secret for a few days.

Still, the one subject that had not been broached was the ki dnapping, and
Tarma was waiting. They were just about due for it now

The sane thing seemed to occur to everyone else in the roomat about the sane
monent, for an awkward silence fell, and Tilden cleared his throat carefully.

"I want to thank you," he began, a bit stiffly, as if he wasn't quite sure
what to say. "Although thanks is inadequate-"

"Tilden-" Kethry began, but he hushed her rather fiercely.

"I made m stakes. | knew about the fanatics and | didn't take them seriously.
| certainly never thought they would dare to strike inside the borders of
Ret hwel l an! | sent green untrained nen instead of experienced nen, and | gave

themthe inpression that this would be nore of an excursion than a serious
duty." He shook his head. "Those were all ny mstakes, and if it hadn't been
for your quick thinking and quick action-well, | don't know what woul d have
happened, but | can't imagi ne anything good com ng out of this disaster.”

"The twins are as nmuch responsible for their rescue as we are," Tarma pointed
out. "They were the ones who t hought of slow ng down their kidnappers, and
they were the ones who laid a clear trail for us to follow "

"Because they were well taught,"” Tilden insisted. "Because of that, they
didn't panic, and they didn't assune they were hel pl ess because they were
children in the hands of adults. You taught themto think that way."

"You can't teach that," Kethry replied. "That's sonething a child | earns from
the way she is treated, and it begins in infancy. No, Tilden, be as grateful
to your own sense in raising and teaching your girls as you are to us."

"Have you inforned Sursha about this yet?" Ja-drek asked shrewdly. "I know
Ket hry has sent off a report to the King, and | expect that you have as well."



"I was waiting to talk to the girls and get Kethry's description of the |eader
before I sent word to Sursha,"” Tilden replied grimy. "I think nowthat this
shoul d be delivered by soneone | can trust conpletely, but I don't quite know
who- "

"How about me?" lkan offered. "I know ny way around down there; | could go and
be back again before spring thaw. Sooner, with a change of horses. Justin and
Tarma can handl e the boys without nme for that |ong."

Tarma | aughed. "l mght accuse you of trying to get out of some hard work if |
didn't already know how mi serable winter is in Jkatha; you're going to be in
for a cold, soppy ride. O course we can spare you; this is too inportant to
be left to an ordinary messenger."”

Tilden sighed with relief. "Thank you, and now I'mfurther in your debt. |
suppose |'Il have to put up the noney to build a dormitory for the school or
somet hing of the like."

"Actual ly-" Kethry got a thoughtful |ook on her face. "Wy don't you hunt up
some mage-gifted children frominmpoverished fam lies and sponsor them here?
There's a linmt to the nunber of charity students a school can afford, even
ours."

Diona's eyes brightened, and Til den nodded decisively. "Good plan, I'Il see to
it." Hs face clouded a little. "I have a real concern though, about these
fanatics. Are there nore of then? Whuld they consider coming here, do you

t hi nk?"

Tarma | ooked to Kethry, who shook her head. "Not as far as ny sources have
been able to discover,"” she told him "And believe ne, | have been very, very
thorough. | intend to fortify the warning systens |'ve put in place as well;
right now nothing |arger than a sheep can get onto our property w thout ny
knowi ng it, and when I'm done, nothing larger than a rabbit wll."

Tilden rel axed, and his wife parted his hand. "I told you," she said in a
whi sper that was audible to Tarma, at least. Tarma repressed a smile

"I have to admt that |I've learned a |l esson or two fromthis nyself," Tarma
said slowy, and traded glances with Kethry and Jadrek. "And maybe not the
ones you're thinking."

"Ch?" Diona said, her tone inviting further el aboration

"It was a given that Keth and | would go after the kidnappers-there was never
any question of that," Tarma told them "But the only reason we brought Jadrie
al ong was because she'd sworn a sisterhood-oath with your two-it's a Shin'a'in
thing, a serious oath, and it neant that if she didn't help, she'd be
forsworn. Keth and | were both fit to be tied."

"I can imagine," Diona said with synpathy. "There was never any question of
you forcing her to that, of course.” She made it a statement, and Tarma felt
her own bit of relief that the | ady understood what was invol ved; she'd known
Til den woul d, but not necessarily his w fe.

"Not a chance. Mnd you, we were initially afraid that all she thought was
that it would be a big adventure and hadn't any notion how serious a situation
it was-and | think there was sonme of that there, at least until we got to the
pl ace where the anbush was sprung. But she didn't have to tell us about the
oath; all she would have had to do was keep quiet about it and no one woul d



have known. Certainly your girls had no idea how serious it was." Tarna
paused, and rubbed her eyebrow with a knuckle. "But it's occurred to ne that
the first thing |'ve learned fromher is that we're bringing the younglings up
right. They take their responsibilities as seriously as we could want."

Ket hry nodded enphatically. "I'Il admt | was furious that she'd sworn that
ki nd of an oath wi thout asking perm ssion-I thought that she had no right to
do so without asking nme first-and that if she'd asked, | would have told her

she was too young to do so, too young to know what she was doing. And there
m ght very well have been a grain of truth to that, but the point is that when
she did know what she was in for, she didn't try to back out. And as for being

too young-well, Tarma and | weren't that nuch ol der when we swore oaths that
were just as serious, nmne to Wite Wnds as a novice, and hers to her dan."
She sighed. "I think I've just had a mother's hardest |esson brought hone-no

matte how young | think they are, they're older than | believe, and they
aren't going to do anything except keep getting ol der. And sooner than | think
they're ready, they're going to need to make their own lives."

Di ona winced. "I |earned that one when Meri announced that she was going to
marry her Prince and that it was a |ifebond and no one was going to stop her
Granted, that all nmight very well have been a children's fantasy-but it
wasn't. There are times when they deserve to be taken seriously."

"When they thensel ves are serious, yes, they do," Tarma agreed. "And that's
what we all have to watch for, and not just dismiss it out of hand because we
don't think they're old enough to understand a serious situation."

"And when they nake a serious decision and want to stand by it, it is our duty
to themto help themdo so," Jadrek added softly, a gentle snmile on his lips.

"I must tell you that | amvery proud of ny firstborn. | don't care if no one
ever wites a song about her, or tells a tale about her-but | do care that she
i s already honorabl e and responsible, and | have no fear that she will ever be
| ess so."

Tarma picked up her nmug of mulled ale and raised it in a salute. "Here's to
themand to us, then. And may we as parents renenber this the next tine
somebody breaks a wi ndow and needs a tanning!"

"Here here!" Tilden seconded, as they all joined her in the toast and the
| aught er.



