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“I HAVE YOUR CHILD.”

“No!” Elena screamed, as she looked upon the face of the one man she hated more than Alexus
Scarvan.

“Sheissafe and wdl,” said Wolf Madraga. “I have brought a nursemaid for her. | will let you see her if
you cooperate.”

“l have no choice.” Elena couldn’t help weeping.

“Such words come ill from such beautiful lips. | am not Scarvan. | have rescued you from him. | shdl
make you my wife”

“I will never be anyone swife but Eldene’s. You can take my body, but you can never make me consent
toit.”

Madraga leaned down to her. “You have been a torment to me, woman,” he whispered. “Because of
you, twenty-five years of dliance is gone. Y our beauty has obsessed me”

He put his hand on her neck and stroked it.

“You will do as| wish. | have your child...”
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“... 1 am going to pay avigt to your hut and take away the beautiful Brisais, your prize, Achilles to let
you know that 1 am more powerful than you, and to teach others not to bandy words and defy ther
King."

Agamemnon, The lliad

THE THREE SISTERS



Prologue

Mathinna’s Story

Three children born of life force,

A bridge from death to life,

from imbalance to harmony.
Thewarbird flies at their command

to rein in the people of the dragon.

A demon fire that burns toward Ermora
Yieldsto their quenching

A melded child of their making
isbornto rule the dragon

To bring harmony in clasped hands.

Pushing aside the fdlen stones of Asgor’s fortress with bloody hands, Mathinna pulled hersdf out of
the samoking rubble. She fdt... shaken, devastated—no, those words were too lukewarm for what had
happened. Mathinna had killed Asgor and inkilling him had, like dl her people, been forced to share his
experience of death. She fdt asif her own heart had stopped and her own skin had been blistered with
agonizing fire, even though she was wdl and mostly whole.

Ah, but it had been worth the pain!

Mathinna looked over at the charred body of the dead demonmaster and fdt a shamefully undean
gow of pleasure. To kill must aways be wrong, but she was dill glad she had doneit.

“You are avenged, my son!” she thought.

Y et in her moment of triumph she knew how smdl the gain was. Asgor’s death could not bring back
Garroway. The demonmaster had fed her son’s life spirit to a demon and it had gone into the Abyss,
ripped from the Circle of Life, never more to be part of the conscious world. Unlike Asgor, whose life
spirit could il meld with the Circle, Garroway was utterly destroyed.

Her triumph turned dark. At first she had longed to feed Asgor to his own demon, but to do anything
to feed the Abyss... the life sairit forbade such revenge. Revenge would not bring Garroway back. Her
body drooped, then she shook hersdf. At least Asgor was dead and hisevil had died with him. Her own
grief was persond—no one's burden but her own.

With difficulty she crawled forward. | mus leave this place, she thought. Asgor had drawn on the
power of his demon servant; it had been a hard fight to overcome them both. And he had created dl
manner of vile creatures. She could sense that they were il lurking about.

Mathinna was astonished to see that there was dill light outside. The demonmaster’s fortress stood on
a headland above the city of Olbia. On the opposite headland was the Tower of Olbia where even now
Gorice, High Chieftain of the united Seagani tribes, may his name be cursed forever—cowered with his
court. It was he who had cdled for Tari assstance againg Asgor, and he who had trapped the three



unsuspecting Tari mages and handed them over to his supposed enemy. Now that she had defeated
Asgor, someone would come to take Gorice to Ermora, where he would be submitted to the judgment of
the life spirit. Therein the Spirit Cave he would be made to live through al the wrongs he had done as if
he had been the vicim himsdf. Mathinna could not begin to imagine the horror of it.

Her limbs were shaking. She sat down upon a huge tumbled stone block to catch her bresth and
recover. Tha was when she noticed two figures farther dong on the same headland as hersdf. Two Tari
figures

Had those snal brains in the council dready sent someone? Amazing! The figures looked familiar.
Who... ?

Swext life, it was her son's wife, Shara. This was no place for a grieving widow, especidly not a
pregnant one. Mahinna strained to get to her feet to hurry down to her, but she was so exhausted she
could barely hobble.

Who was that with her? He should have stopped her coming. Ah, Jagamar! Shara' s horrible brother,
who'd never done a usful thing in his life. But he hated the outlanders. What was he doing... ? As she
watched, Jagamar squeezed Shara's shoulder as if to make a point. Shara nodded once, raised her
clasped hands and pointed them a the Tower of Olbia on the opposite headland. Mathinna fdlt, rather
then saw, the bolt of magic that came from between those hands.

The bolt hit the headland benesth the tower with a deep thud. There was a cracking noise and smdll
rocks fdl. With a horrible, groaning downess, the tower and the houses and the rock beneeth them

began to dide.

“No!” screamed Mathinna. She tried to summon the power to stop the collapse, but she had no more
drength than a newborn baby.

The entire diff face and the tower plunged into the sea with a roaring crash. A monster wave was
thrown up, smashing againg the remaining headland and washing over the beach beneath, pounding boats
and little huts to kindling, then crashing over Olbia s wals.

Mathinna was frozen with horror. She could fed the screaming terror of the people within the tower,
within the houses below and in the little boats. She could fed the balance of nature tipping as if a jagged
piece of night had suddenly ripped through the curtain of day. It made her so Sck that she fdl Sdeways
to the ground.

The moment her sickness passed she thought of Shara.

What had she done? What would happen to her now?— and to Garroway’s baby within her womb?
Mathinna dragged hersdf upright and staggered toward the others. Shara was convulsing on the ground.
Jagamar, that worthless man, stood usdesdy over her, hands on his face. The baby! The last reminder of
her son Garroway—what if it were lost? Mathinna threw hersdf down beside Shara

The young womean was choking and dawing at the air. Suddenly, with a lagt terrified gasp, she went
limp.
“What's happening?’ cried Jagamar, horrified.

“You fodl!” screamed Mathinna, punching a Jagamar. She gathered Shara in her arms. She could
fed the tiny haf-formed child within her writhing in distress.

Shard s eyes had flown open again. Once more she was convulsed, ruggling and pawing at the air.
There was nothing Mathinna could do for her but let things run their course. But the baby... Mathinna put
her hand firmly on Shara s belly and, usng what fdt like the last of her strength, tried to cam the unborn
child and bind it safe within.

“What's happening?’ cried Jagamar, grabbing Math-inna's arm.



“Let me go, you fool. What did you think you were doing here? What possessed you? Now she must
uffer every death she caused.”

“It wasn't enough to put Goricein the Spirit Cave. He killed three Tari, the dirty outlander,” shouted
Jagamar. “Degth is the only thing enough for—"

“Can't you see that the judgment of the life spirit would have been worse than death? To live on with
the knowledge of your own wrongdoing?’ Mathinna was so angry she resorted to violence, hitting him on
the shin. “How can you understand so little of the life spirit? He would have suffered as she will suffer
now. Shewill experience every single death she caused one by one.”

It was difficult to cam the unborn child when she hersdlf was so furious.
“*One by one’ ” echoed Jagamar in a horrified voice. “We didn't redlize it would be one by one.”

“Y our ignorance never ceases to amaze me” Mathinna snarled between clenched teeth. “How could
you even contemplate causing so much destruction? The two of you must have killed over one hundred
people! Oh, my little child,” she crooned to the baby in Shara s womb. “Be cadm!”

“They deserved to die. They stood by while...”

“Wha?... Servants, children, fisherfolk? Prisoners in the dungeons? Are you insane? What say did
they have in the madness of their leader? Of what horror is your mind made, Jagamar? What kind of Tari
areyou?’ Shara collgpsed limply again, leaving Mathinna free to look up.

As she did s0 she saw something glittering on the ground beside Shara. She snatched it up. It was a
big blue lump of cut crysta—a Mirayan power crystal. She had seen such things on a vidt to Mirayan
|shtak.

“What is this, Jagamar? This is yours, ign't it? One of those Mirayan trinkets you bought back from
Ishtek. What isthis for?’

“Shara wanted it to focus her power.”

“Ohdid she?’ cried Mathinna. “Why? She never had any interest in those evil little trinkets before. All
she could think of was my son and babies. This was your idea, wasn't it?’

“She asked mefor the crysd and | gaveit to her.”

“And came dong to see that she went through with it. You vicious horror! Y ou're the one who hates
outlanders, not her. This was your idea, wasn't it?’

Jagamar looked scared. “No! | just came dong to support her. You saw. She's the one who did it. |
did nothing wrong. How could | have stopped her? Y ou know I’ ve got very little power.”

Mathinna waved the power crysta at him. “ She could never have forged such destruction without this
thing.”

Shara began to druggle and choke again. Mathinna turned back to her. Jagamar hovered over them.

“| did nothing. I'm too wesk to bring that diff down and you know it. | did nothing!”

“You disgust me” snarled Mathinna. “Don't just stand there judifying yoursdf. Go and get help,
murderer! Can’'t you see your Sster has aterrible time before her, and she may lose her child?’

Jagamar lunged forward and grabbed the power crystd out of Mathinna's hand. She was too caught
up with Shara s child to stop him.

Then he was gone, running away over the headland to where the Circle of Power could take him
back to Ermora, leaving Mahinna to struggle with Shara’ s continuing death and her unborn child.



Help did come in the form of other Tari, dthough Jagamar played no part in sending them. Mathinna
and Shara were taken back to Ermora, and athough Shara continued to die for a day and a night—over
150 deaths—she did not lose her child.

Afterward she could do little more than St and stare into empty space, as one does when the mind is
numbed by horror. Mathinna struggled to suppress her own grief so that she might help her son’s widow,
but it came as ardief when the Guardians came and told Shara that she might enjoy the rdief of unbeing
inthe Spirit Cave without the fear of being punished further. Shara was glad to go. She had never been
strong-minded and she could not bear the knowledge of dl the suffering she had caused.

Friends urged Mathinna to seek the rdief of unbeing as well, but Mathinna wanted to grieve. She fet
her son deserved such a sacrifice, and indeed she found some comfort in meking it.

Jagamar was noticegbly absent from bis dgter’s sde during this time, yet Shara refused to bear
witness againg him. An inquiry into the destruction of Olbia was held, but the coundl was dominated by
Jagamar and Shard s father, aman who served political necessity rather than the life spirit. Jagamar was
exonerated of any blame and Shara's actions were pronounced judified madness. It was a popular
verdict even though many were shocked by it. For violence can never be judtified to those who truly love
the life spirit, even in the case of revenge. If it had been, then surdy Shara would not have suffered so.

Mathinna paid little atention to the debate that followed when many Tari cried out that the lands
outsde Ermora were too full of demons for it to be safe for Tari to travd, that the outlanders had shown
themsalves to be unworthy of being helped.

Normdly Mathinna would have been one of the most powerful advocatesin favor of traveing outsde
Ermora, for she was widdy respected and one of the senior members of the Society of Travelers. She
had dways fdt passonately thet for their own good, energetic young Tari needed to leave the wonderful
easy life of Ermora and contend with the less perfect world of the outlands. It was the Tari’s duty to
repay the care of thelife spirit by bringing its balance and love to the people there. As for the danger of
demons... that was ridiculous. Mathinna had traveled dl over the Archipdago and knew that most
outlanders would have fought to the death to protect the Tari from demonmasters like Asgor.

Yet in those blesk days she cared for little but to St in her bower and look over her son’s things
When the coundil took the decision to disband the Society of Travelers and forbid outland travel, she
spoke out againg them, but by then it was too late. She let hersdf be ruled by the will of the mgority as
was proper for a Tari, and took the vow to abide by the decision.

Then Shara came back from the Spirit Cave. She had been gone some months by then and was now
enormoudy pregnant. The darkness had gone from her face and in its place was a joyful light. She and
Mathinna spent a few happy days talking over old times.

She told Mahinna that she had come to her for help with her labor. She seemed convinced that she
would give birth soon, despite the fact that seven months was far too early. Mahinna wanted to examine
her. Tari women do not give birth eesly or safely, but Shara said the life spirit wished for things to follow
their proper course.

It was only when Shara told Mathinna she did not, under any circumstances, want Jagamar to raise
her daughters that Mathinna had any inkling that Shara did not expect to survive.

By then her labor had begun despite the earliness of the time, and only now did she dlow Mathinna to
use magic to look into her heaving bely. To her horror Mathinna discovered not one but three children
within. Tripletd No Tari woman had ever given birth to triplets before! Where had the extra children
come from?

She could fed the life spirit blazing in them with a power she had never fdt in any being before. It was
asif they were twice as dive.



“The life spirit made the one into... three,” said Shara through her pain.

“Itisto replace the gap... inthe great circle that was left... when Garroway and the other two were
consumed. They asked meif | would undertake thistask and... and | was glad to make some redtitution
for what | did a Olbia...”

Mathinna could fed her heart fatering under the gtrain. “Hold on,” she begged Shara with tears in her
eyes. “You can makeit through.”

“Don't be sad,” gasped Shara. “The life spirit... has gifted our... daughters greatly. And | am... not
sorry to... die”

It was the lagt thing she ever sad.

By the time her family had arrived, her father, Sster and that worm Jagamar, poor Shara was dead
and three baby girlswalled ludtily in their moss-lined cots.

Three Sgters.
Elena, Y animena and Marigoth.

Chapter 1

Fleurforet.
Twenty-four years later.

Elena worked hard on the potion dl afternoon mixing it over the fire, adding herbs and hesting and
reheting it until a last she could fed the life spirit srongly in it. Then she stopped. To do more now
would dminish it and weaken the potion’'s effectiveness againg joint pain. Elena was not especidly
skilled a heding. She preferred to make things like boats and spears, but she had a specid feding for the
life spirit, because of her Tari heritage, which was ussful in meking such potions.

She took a long luxurious stretch and looked around. She was suprised to find that it was dmost
dark. Thelight had turned velvety with evening, and people were gathered round ther cooking fires. The
Mori camp looked cozy. Skin tents were clustered around the tdl thin finger-like tower of Fleurforet. A
group of pipers was practicing somewhere on the other Sde of the camp. Some young people of courting
age were dressed up in ther festiva finery and grolling with studied casuaness around the base of the
tower, and children played a chasng game between the tents. Elend s daughter, Alyx, was running among
them.

Elenainhded the scent of woodsmoke and the delicious scent of mangiri trees wth a happy sgh. The
trees’ scent was the scent of home. She had lived with the Mori for seven years. Of her own people, the
Tai, she knew little. She did not even remember the haly land of Ermora where she had been born. She
hed grown up on an isolated idand with only her foster parents and two sisters for company. Always she
remembered her grandmother’ s warning that if the Tari found her they would harm her. There was some
prophecy involved, but her grandmother had disappeared before she had told them more. Once Elena
hed been curious about the Tari and chafed againg her hiding. Now she did not care. She was happy
here. This forest, anging with the life spirit, was her home. These were her people.

The Mori were a nomadic people roaming in amdl family groups throughout the large forest on the



eadtern Sde of the idand of Yarmar. They worshiped Labwa, the lord of the forest, and tried to live in
harmony with the life spirit. Consequently the watchtower of Heurforet thet towered above them now
was the only permanent building found in their territory. Four times a year they gathered here in large
numbers to meet with each other and to adlow ther queen to mediate disputes. The shamans, who
possessed magica vison, would dimb the tower and watch the sea for the merchants who came to the
nearby river estuary to trade with the Mori.

When the merchants came, guides would lead them to the Mori camp. The place was hidden by
strong magics, and any non-Mori venturing done into the forest nearby quickly found himsdf logt.

Elena was just wondering how the afternoon’s trading had gone when a pair of ams came snaking
round her waist and squeezed. She spun round, laughing with ddlight.

“How do you do that? she cried, embracing the dark-haired man behind her. “I never hear you
coming.”

“A hunter mud take extra care when staking clever prey,” sad Eldene lightly. He kissed her. Eldene
often told her how clever she was. She loved his rare and generous spirit. Elena had been veilled when he
met her and they came to love each other without his ever seeing her face.

Elena sensed he was troubled. Over seven years of marriage she had become good at reading his
moods.

“What is it, my lord?" She guessed at the cause. “Did the merchant have bad news? Will he not be
able to bring the arrowheads?’

Eldene s eyes twinkled. “Tree and leaf. Now, be honest with me. You read my mind, don’t you? It's
Tai magic, ign't it?’

Elena laughed. “Oh, wouldn't you like to know, my lord and master! But don’t change the subject.
Wheat did the merchant say?’

“He said the Mirayans were stopping and searching ships. | do not understand the Mirayans. They
seem to have some idea that they have the right to do these things. Where do they get thisidea?’

“They are s0 strong.”
“Aye. | know. They smply do it because they can. Bt it is so hard to understand how they judify it.”

Elena hugged him. It was puzzling. How was the life spirit served by thiswill to dominate? But there
were more important matters to consider at the moment.

“ S0 the arrowheads? Did the merchant refuse?”’

“The merchant will bring them. He will even bring them more chegply this year. He has a grudge
agang the Mirayans. All the Danians do now. Now, do not be frightened... but it seems the Mirayans
were behind an attempt to kill their queen.”

Elena gasped. “Yani!” Her Sgter Yani was one of the Danian queen’s bodyguards.
“Your Sgter is safe; a hero infact. Her quick blow killed the assassin and saved the queen’s life”
“She killed? Oh, poor Yeani!”

“Poor Yani?’ Eldene was surprised. Few outlanders redly understood how violence affected the
Tai.

“Tokill isthe greatest crime againg the life spirit. It brings the deepest agony to the Tari. | must send
her some comfort. What else did the merchant say?’

“He says it is likdy that Duke Wolf will break our tresty—there has been a buildup of troops in
Lamar-taine. Y ou were right. Do these people care nothing for balance?



It was arhetorica question. Everyone in the Archipelago knew that the Mirayans were only interested
inthe kind of balance that came from their being masters of everything.

Elena and Eldene hdld each other in dlence.

When they had first come to the Archipdago eighty years before, the Mirayans had Smply come as
traders, but as time went on they began to take more and more control over the ports they traded from.
More recently a dvil war in thar homdand had bought them to the Archipdago in greater numbers and
with aview to settling on the land.

Twenty-three years ago a group of Mirayan mercenaries had salled into the harbor a Olbia and
offered to hdlp the Southern Seagani clear up the chaos Ieft by the destruction of Olbia; to hunt down the
remaning servants of Asgor the necromancer and to re-establish peace between the four Seagani tribes
who, if they had no strong High Chief, fdl easily into quarrdling and raiding each other.

Peace and security had been established but soon enough the Southern Seagani a Olbia had found
themsalves compdlled to offer their Chieftainship to the Mirayan leader Alexus Scarvan, and soon after
that he announced himsdf High Chief of dl the Seagani. After a series of battles the other Seagani tribes
hed learned to accept his overlordship. One of High Chief Scarvan's vassals, Duke Wolf Madraga, now
ruled the Eagtern Seagani from his fortress at Lamartaine. This meant his lands bordered on the lands of
the Mori. He seemed to be busy perpetuating the old tensions between the Mori and the Eastern Seagani
for purposes of hisown.

The Mirayans were frighteningly ruthless in their determination to dominate. Seven years ago Duke
Wolf had taken Eldene captive and, usng him as a hostage, threstened his mother, the queen of the Mori,
into trading exdusively with them. Eldene escaped and Elena found him, wounded and exhausted on the
beach of ther littleidand. She and her ssters had hidden him from the pursuers.

Now Eldene laughed, alittle ruefully. “It isironic to think that the Mirayans brought us together. They
would curse if they knew they were the reason | have such a dever wife who understands these stupid
evil people and warns me to hoard arrowheads and double patrols.”

Elena fdt hersdf mdt. Eldene was the only one who ever treated her as if she had a brain, and
evaytime he did she turned to soft butter in his hands. No one dse seemed able to see beyond her
looks. She had never ceased to thank the powers of life that she had been able to meet and know such a
mean without her looks getting in the way.

She tightened her arms around him. He smiled down at her.

“l am glad | heeded you, clever wife, and had the shamans strengthen the warding at the forest edge
and around this place.” He laughed. “Do you know the merchant could not even hear us until he came
into the dearing? At least we are safe here. Only a Mori can get through those wardings” Then he
dghed. “What isit, Rom?

Elena turned. Eldene's second-in-command was danding behind her. He was a hard-bitten old
veteran who like many of the Mori men was too shy to look Elenain the eye.

“Montagne has returned from his patrol,” he said to Eldene. *Y ou said you wanted to see him.”

“Yes| do. I'd best go.” Eldene took Elend s hand and kissed it with a romantic flourish. “Till we meet
agan, my love. | hdl count the moments.” With a haf-affectionate, half-mocking smile, he strode away
across the clearing.

Elena watched him go. He filled her with such joy, yet today she was left with a dark feding in her
breast. Sometimesit fdt asif a trap were dosng in around them. The Mirayans owned dl of the coastal
land to the borders of the Mori forest, and now it looked like they were gaing to try and take the forest
aswdl. It seemed likdly that such a warlike people would want to rule the whole idand of Yarmar. There
was dready frequent fighting at the forest edges, where Mirayans—in defiance of ther own treaty—kept



atacking the trees, which the Mori regarded as haly beings, with fire and axes.

She shook hersdf. Surely the magic of the forest, where the snk of the life force was strong, would
protect those who honored it. She checked that her daughter, Alyx, was safe and turned back to her
potion.

She was s0 intent on graining the liquid through a doth that at first she did not notice the shouting or
the armed men running out of the trees.

Like mogt of the other Mori, she only redlized that the camp was under attack when the darm horns
began to sound.

It was a long night of blood and fire. Elena had quickly scooped up Alyx and a couple of her
playmates from among the screaming people running to the safety of the tower.

Sonnette Verdey, the queen and Elena's mother-in-law, was dready there hudling mothers and
children into the safety of the tower. Elena grabbed some weapons, had wanted to go back out and fight
beside Eldene, but Sonnette barricaded the tower door and refused to let her out. Shortly afterward a
wave of Mirayan soldiers came danming agang the tower wadls. The women within kept up ther
shoating, sending arrows down into the fray.

All night they prevented the Mirayans from taking the tower.

At ladt, as dawn struggled through the trees, the din of the battle had died away. In the early morning
dillness the Mirayan mages it up the sky with flares. By ther light, Elena could see the wreckage of the
camp, the destroyed and smoldering tents, the broken bodies. She saw four men knediing on the ground,
thar arms tied behind their backs. Round them stood an implacable wall of Mirayan warriors, the red
dragon flag like a splash of blood across their chests.

One of the kneding men raised his head and looked up at the tower. Elena saw that it was Eldene.
He was dill dive, aredization that flowed through her like fresh spring water. Her husband, her love, was
gdill dive.

As he looked up a the tower, Elena pressed closer to the dit window but it was too narrow for her
to leen through. And then a man stepped out beside Eldene with an axe raised in hisfig.

“No,” screamed Elenawith dl her heart and mind. She would have legpt if it had been possible. The
other women pulled her back just as the axe fell. Eldene's body dumped forward. Dead.

Eldene's executioner killed the other three men too— Eldene's second-in-command and two
brothers, the youngest only twelve. Thus died dl of Sonnette Verdey’s sons. When the deed was done,
another man stepped forward. He looked up at the tower and spoke, his voice made louder by magic.
Elena pressed closer to the dit window but it was too narrow for her to lean through.

“Thus die dl enemies of the Mirayan Empirel | am Wolf Madraga, High Chieftain of the Eastern
Seagani people. Your leaders are dead. Submit to me and your liveswill be spared.”

So now they mugt face surrender and davery, or death.

Eldene was dead. Elena sank down againg the wall, her face in her hands. She couldn’t believe it!
Wouldn't! She could Hill see his face as he had bent to kiss her. He couldn’t be dead. She tried to clutch
the sweet memory of hiskissto her, to forceit to be red. He was dead. He would never kiss her again.
He had cdled her his clever wife. Would anyone ever do thet again?

She would never forgive hersdf for not dying there beside him.
“Mumma,” cried avoicein her ear. Alyx!



Her little daughter stood beside her, face anxious and puckered, ready for tears. Elena snatched her
to her chest. Alyx was left. She mugt be strong for Alyx.

All was not logt yet. Alyx clucthed at her, her eyes big with fear but she did not cry. Sweet life If only
she had some way of getting Alyx safdly away from here. Elena fdt a hard knot of panic settle on her. If
only she had magica powers like her sster Marigoth. Or even a strong sword arm like Yani.

Frightened children pressed dl around her, their hands dutching at her, therr little faces pushing againg
her sdes. Sweset lifel All these little ones. This couldn’'t be real. She couldn’t be here; they couldn’'t be
trapped like this. There mugt be some way out of this nightmare. If only she had not lost Marigoth’'s
gone. If only she could have cdled for hdp somehow. She was Tari. Why couldn’t she do something?
Couldn’t the life spirit save them?

An argument was raging on the other sde of the room.
“We mugt surrender,” said Sonnette. “They say they will not kill the boys.”

Her mother-in-law looked a hundred years old. She had logt two daughters to the Mirayans in earlier
fighting and now in one night she had lost her three sons as wel. But dill she was strong. She had to be.
She was the leader of these frightened women and children.

“They lie They dwayslie” cried someone.
“Let them burn us” screamed someone e<e. “Better to die free than live adave”

“No!” shouted Sonnette. “Labwa forbids self-daughter. 1t will be bad. | cannot say otherwise. But
while we live we are dill Mori and we can hate. We can 4ill find some way to srike back at these filthy
pigs. If they put us to weave, we can weave poison into the cloth. If they set us to care for ther children,
we can smother themin ther cots.”

There was dlence throughout the room.

“Seek degth if you wish. There are swords enough here for those who wish to kill themsdves” she
sad. “But | will liveif 1 can, for those who live can dways fight again.”

Many of the women had begun to weep. The children were walling. Alyx dung to Elena with a
drangling grip. Her trembling hands brought strength back to Elena She forced hersdf to stand up.

“We mud be brave,” she whispered softly to her daughter. Your father would wish it.
Sonnette came to Elena s Sde and squeezed her arm so strongly it hurt.

“You mug protect Alyx,” she hissed. “She is the lagt of the Verdey. My daughter is dead and | may
die tonight too. Alyx is the next queen. Y ou mugt protect her.”
“I will,” said Elena. “With my life”

“They will not kill you,” said Sonnette. “You are too beautiful. You will survive. Buy Alyx's surviva
too. Do it for Eldene”

The sun was red through the smoky dawn. Only a tal thin stone tower and piles of smoldering ruins
remained of the Mori settlement.

The Mirayan commander, Duke Wolf Madraga, had ddivered his ultimatum to the survivors in the
tower, Now he stood among the smoking remains of the skin tents and regarded with satisfaction the
huddled corpses that littered the ground.

Large numbers of Mori had died this night. Both the men and their strangely warlike women had put
up an impressive fight though they had been sgnificantly outnumbered and outmagicked. You had to



respect them for that. The duke bore the Mori no particular maice. This punitive expedition had Smply
been the logicd result of the continuing Mori raids on peaceful Mirayan settlements. They needed to be
taught a lesson. The Duke hoped that this attack would findly make them learn.

He hoped too that the handful of women left guarding the children in the tower would surrender. He
hed no taste for unnecessary killing, even in the case of Mori women who were quite likdy to stab you in
the back given hdf the chance. Unnecessary killing was wasteful.

Duke Wolf was a practicadl man. Cool. Efficent. It showed in his appearance. Though he had the
weather-beaten face of one who had spent mogt of hisforty years campaigning in dl wesethers, there was
something very neat about him—the way he moved, his cool expresson, his compact body, the cut of his
graying hair. He was not tal for a Mirayan, not a al an impressive physicd figure, yet his soldiers trusted
him and followed him with unswerving loyaty.

“How goesit, brother-in-law?” ajovid voice halled him.

The high chieftain of Seagan and Wolf Madraga's liege lord, Prince Alexus Scarvan, came limping
through the debris toward him. A bad leg wound four years ago had put an end to his fighting career, but
he had been unable to resst coming off his ship to survey the battlefidd. He is not aging wdl, thought
Wolf Madraga. Sad when aman is forced to give up hislife's vocation.

Scarvan’s dways large body had softened and spread with inectivity, and his face was red and puffy.
He was a lecherous bull of a man—fond of women, food and wine—but he had been a good leader,
bringing his followers from a rout in dvil war-torn Miraya to new lands and honors here on the idand of
Yamar. You could respect the man's kills even if occasondly you had to distract him from mauling
unwilling serving girls.

Madraga had dways been a loyd vassal to Scarvan and happy to be so. He had married Scarvan's
gder and though she was long dead, the bond between the two men was dill strong. There had been a
time when Wolf had been regarded as Scarvan’s logica successor, but due to the minigrations of the
vary killed native physcians, Scarvan’'s Sckly son seemed likdy to survive after al. This did not bother
Woalf. He had only a practical amount of ambition and was content with his large dukedom. It was more
than he could have expected back in Miraya. The only tension that had ever occurred between the two
was due to the black-and-white-clad priests of Mir who even now followed in Scarvan's wake. In
Wolf's opinion, during the last few years they had come to have far more influence over Scarvan then
was reasonable.

“Wel, you've done afine night's work here, brother-in-law,” said Scarvan, clgpping Wolf on the am
with one of hisbig paws.

“Aye” sad one of the priests at Scarvan’s Sde. “Watch them burning in their own sn.”

No wonder these priests had <o little luck converting the natives, Wolf thought, chilled by the avid
look in their eyes. He turned away, only to be confronted by another avid face.

Giron Mori.

“You promised me Eldene' s widow, Lord Wolf. | brought you through their magic so you could take
Eldene. You promised me Elena Starchild.”

“Yes, yes” sad Wolf. “You may have firg pick of the femae captives, Giron.”

“So you're not going to firebdl the tower.”

“We gndl if they don’'t surrender.”

“No!” shouted Giron. “You promised me!”

“Shut up!” said Wolf. “I doubt it will come to that. Women seldom have the guts for self-destruction.”



“You promised me Elena Starchild! She's in that tower!” Giron lunged a Wolf. A couple of
men-at-arms grabbed him even as he moved.

“For Mir's sake! Jugt wait, you fool.” Wolf nodded at the men. “Take him away and cool him down.”

“Ludy fdlow!” said Scarvan in amusement. “These Mori are animds But I'd put him to death if |
were you. I’ve got no timefor traitors.”

“Yes, it's atempting thought. But if | ded honestly with him others may betray their leaders. Eldene
may be dead but there are plenty of other Mori men out there”

“I'm curious to see this Elena Starchild,” said Scarvan.

“You'd better hope they surrender, then. WE Il lose too many men in an assault to make it worth our
while to take the tower. Mori woman are good archers, and vidous when they’re defending ther
children.”

“Like bitches with their pups,” grinned Scarvan. “Are they pretty though?”
No doubt he'd be wanting to sample some of that pret-tiness tonight.

“You have to watch your back with them,” sad Wolf. He never made use of captives, preferring his
women to give some semblance of consent even if it was only bought with money. But to each his own.
“They spin and weave like dl women and they make fine fidd daves.”

“Vduable enough, then,” said Scarvan. “I'll give you a good price for the woolworkers if you get
them out.”

13 Dorﬂ ”
At that moment there was a shout.

A green flag was being waved out of one of the window dits of the tower. The duke turned and
moved closer. A dangle arrow came flying out a him but bounced usdesdy off the magica protection
barrier that covered him.

“Who's leading them?’ Scarvan asked of a nearby man-at-arms. He didn't speak any ndive
languages.

“Sonnette Verdey, Eldene's mother. Like most of these ndive tribes she's caled Queen. Her son
was only awar leader.”

“Perverson of nature,” muttered Father Galus.

“Who in ther right mind follows a woman?’ snorted Scarvan. “These peninsula tribess No wonder
Mir has dlowed usto best them.”

There was a generd nodding among the priests.

“She's agreeing to come out if we don't kill the boy children,” said the man. “The duke's giving his
word.”

“She's got no choice” said Scarvan, who had made many such dedlsin his time... and not dways
kept them. Boy children were vauable, but they were dso dangerous.

“Eldene got any sons?’ asked Scarvan of Madraga, who had come back to hisside.

“Judt a daughter. Thisis the end of the direct mae line, though no doubt someone will rise up tofill the
gq).”
“Jud like old timesthis” said Scarvan. He clapped Madraga on the shoulder.

Wolf grinned back a him. He'd aways been fond of the old devil. They were two men certain of
thelr power and ther loydty to one another.



It was to be thelagt time.

The door of the tower opened. The mages moved forward to check which of the captives could use
megic and to disable them with iron witch manacles.

The women and children came filing out—defeated, heads bowed and covered, some of them
sobbing. The Mori were short, dark-haired, olive-skinned people, but there was one among them who
was noticegbly tdler. As she came through the door the child she was leading began to pull back. She
leaned with noticeable grace to pick the child up and as she straightened the shawl fdl off her head.

Everyone stopped. Every man in the dearing stared. The mages forgot their duties. The mouths of the
priests fdl open. Even the men gripping the dead bodies fdt the slence and looked up to stare in their
turn.

For she was fair, fair as gold with skin like ivory and huge dark green eyes. Her facel Each feature so
delicate and fined Her neck was dender, her body shapely. Skin as soft, soft as a whisper, as the touch of
lip upon lip. Perfect! Surpassing perfect! Agonishing! She was the most beautiful woman they had ever
seen.

And by the time the sun had fully risen, Wolf Madraga and Alexus Scarvan were no longer friends.

“You promised me the woolworkers,” Scarvan had shouted and later, “It is my right as your liege to
have the pick of the captives. How dare you oppose me!”

Madraga had dmog struck his lord. The sght of Scar-van’s puffy red hand touching Her aram made
him desperate. Scarvan's bodyguard had stopped him. Then Giron, the Mori traitor, had thrown himsdf
a Scarvan and by the time he had been cut down, Scarvan was pulling Her up the gangplank of his ship.
Thetime for rash action was over and sense had stepped between Madraga and his desires.

All through the argument, the widow of Eldene Mori had hdd Hersdf with dignity, holding Her eyes
downcast, dasping Her child close to Her bosom, though severa times he had offered to relieve Her of
the burden. Paragon of womanhood. How beautiful She was. Like awhite swan, like a supple birch tree,
afinejewd... Words could not describe. No wonder they cdled Her Elena Starchild.

Madraga could tdl She was frightened and repelled by Scarvan. He was certain that was what the
flare of Her nodrils and the quick backward glance She had given him as Scarvan had pulled Her away
hed betokened. The thought of Her fate now tormented Madraga. He knew that rutting bastard Scarvan.
He strode up and down among the ruins of the Mori village wishing he could turn back time, that he
could have argued better, that he had had the spine to have his men attack Scarvan, even that he had
never attacked FHeurforet. Stop being such a foal he told himsdf, she's only a woman. There are many
others. He could hear their screams echoing across the clearing even as he paced.

Y et there was no one e se who mattered. He clenched hisfigs and his teeth, trying not to look behind
hm &t the ship, where a rape must now be taking place. Scarvan’s puffy red body ...

“Brother Wolf,” said a voice, and suddenly Jark, leader of his Seagani dlies, was a his sde. “Tha
woman. You mus save her! You mug take her from Scarvan.”

Madraga turned on Jark. There was no one ese to punish.

“Would you have me attack my liege lord? There is such a thing as honor! Or don’t you understand
that?’

Jark Seagani’ s face showed outrage. He was a noble among the Seagani and he and Wolf had sworn
blood brotherhood when the Seegani had voted to give Walf their chieftain’s crown.

“Damn you!” he cried. For a moment he seemed about to strike Wolf. Then he said coldly. “I will
forgive your words for | know thet it islugt that makes you speak so. But do not press me too far, blood
brother.”



Something in his voice cdmed Wolf. He redlized what he had dmost done and regained control.

“Do not think the womean is for you,” continued Jark. “She is Tari—a man might as wel lug for a
goddess. Sheisnot to be owned by such as us. And ten times not to be owned by such as Scarvan. We
mud rescue her lest the anger of the Tari fal on us and destroy us as they destroyed the cursed ones of
Olbia. They will hate for one of their women to be thus used.”

Woalf was amazed, astonished by Jark’ s words. “What are you taking about? Thisis superdtition! For
twenty years, I’ ve been inthis Archipelago and I've heard Tari thisand Tari that, but I ve never seen one
of these creatures. They don't exis.”

“You Mirayans,” said the Seagani’ s senior shaman, who was standing behind Jark. “Just because you
don’'t see something, you won't believeinit.”

“Don’t try me, shaman!” snarled Madraga. He was usudly very polite to shamans. Native rdigious
leaders made bad enemies, as that shitbag Scarvan had found. But shamans were purveyors of
superdtition, and he didiked them even more than he didiked priests.

“Woalf! Brother!” sad Jark, catching his arm. “The Good Father is right! Did you ever before see a
native woman who looked like that? The golden hair, the green amond-shaped eyes—these are marks
of the Tari. Believe me brother. They are red. | saw them as a child. And they are dangerous. Mighty
mages. They threw Olbiainto the sea to avenge their dead and it was easy for them.”

“She is some Mirayan haf-breed,” snapped Wolf. “And | am not going to destroy my honor for her
sake. She's only awoman, by Mir’'s blood.”

He shook himsdf. He had to get control. Jark was right in one thing. This was lus—just a supid
animd feding.
He mugt get the better of it. Try to think clearly.

“Do not speak to me more, blood brother,” he said, managing with difficulty to speak camly. “I am
angered and fear to be unmannerly.”

He strode away .

At that moment a Mori woman ran screaming past them, chased by a group of laughing Mirayan
soldiers.

“We mugt do something!” cried the shaman, looking out at the ship disappearing down the river.

“What?’ shouted Jark. The thought of Alexus Scarvan touching that woman horrified him even more
then it had horrified Wolf Madraga. It was like seeing someone pissing in a sacred grove. “What can be
done? Look, the ship is dready out in the bay. Shall we take to boats?... There are no boats! Curse that
men!”

He threw his sword on the ground and turned away, covering his face with his hands.

The shaman tried to calm his own shock and horror so that he could comfort Jark as a spiritud |eader
mug. He put ahand on hisarm.

“Good Father!” said Jark in a broken voice. “1 ama man, and | fed now as any good Seagani mug,
but I'm not so bewitched that | would attack Alexus Scarvan. It would kill our whole people to do s0.”

“l know,” sad the shaman, who did indeed understand. “But what of the Tari? What of ther just
anger?’

“The Tari have not been seen these twenty-odd years. Perhaps they are deeping. Or dead.”

“Never think it!”

“What can we do?” A thought struck him. “Surdly their wrath will rightly fal on Alexus Scarvan.



Think, Good Father. What if they destroy him like they destroyed the Seagani of Olbia? Perhaps...” A
savage look came onto his face. “Think if that despoiler of the sacred groves should be washed into the
sea. Think of it!”

“Yes” sad the shaman. The thought soothed him a little, but not enough. The Tari could see beyond
immediate cause and effect, and his Seagani had been ingrumenta in causng the woman to be captured
and impiousin letting her remain so.

The thought stayed with him through the rest of the day, asit stayed with dl the Seagani. What should
have been a triumphant victory over ther traditiona enemies, the Mori, had became some kind of defeat
and dl because of this Tari woman.

Elena Starchild did not seem to be a mage or they would never have been able to take Heurforet.
Nonetheless she was vaduable Smply because she was Tari, a conduit of the life spirit and a member of a
powerful and unpredictable race. The fact that Eldene Mori had a Tari wife could only meen that the
Mori had Tari favor. In order to avoid possible repercussions the shaman ingructed the Seagani to refuse
ther far share of the Mori loot and not to touch the Mori women. His orders were willingly obeyed.
After the disaster a Olbia, no one wanted to anger the Tari.

There was another consderation too that preyed on the shaman’'s mind. Elena Starchild was
dangerousin and of hersdlf. The legends had talked about a power some of the Tari had, one they caled
fatd beauty. The shaman had dways thought it a myth but his own senses had been enchanted by her as
hed Jark’ s, as had perhaps those of every man who beheld her. Giron Mori had betrayed hislord to own
her. And as for their godless Mirayan lords— look at how they had falen out over her. The shaman had
never seen the pragamatic Wolf Madraga in such a state before. This power of faid beauty was truly a
power and like dl powers—like the Tari themsdves—able to unbadance the whole world.

The shamans of the Eastern Seagani recognized that in Wolf Madraga they had a lord who would not
interfere with ther beliefs. But if he were to fdl out of favor with his own liege—if he were to be killed
and replaced by another... Great Sdlion, forbid it. Another Mirayan might not be so light-handed.

And such a replacement would set disastrous events in motion. Many of the dan leaders dill
cherished the illuson that they had had some choice in accepting a Mirayan chief. They would not accept
another man without a fight and they would lose that fight, as naive people dways lost againg the
Mirayans. The shaman had dways seen Alexus Scarvan, ruler of the Southern Seagani, as a kind of
punishment on those Seagani for thelr impiety in killing the three Tari mages. But the Eastern Seagani
could as eadly be used and ground away under the foot as the southerners were being. A precarious,
precious balance was in greast danger and dl because of that woman. It would be a good thing if her
people came and took her away so that she was no longer a focus for chaos.

And if her people decided to punish those who captured her as wel? The Mirayans with ther
godless, life-destroying ways were entirdy worthy objects for their anger. But how to be certain that their
anger was directed in the correct way?

As the day went on the shaman became more and more certain that positive action was needed.

So it was that afew days later after consultation with other elders of the Shamanic Brotherhood, the
shaman found himsdlf traveling toward Ermora, the holy land of the Tari.

Three groups of people had traditiondly shared the idand of Yarmar. On the Western sde were the



Seagani, herders and farmers, and on the Eastern sde in the great forest were the Mori, who lived as
hunters and gatherers. In the center of theidand at its hub as they had once been a the hub of Yarmarian
life, lived the Tari in their hidden land of Ermora high up in the Gen Mountains.

These mountains were so tal that clouds were often caught on the peaks and shrouded them from
view. The shaman traveled toward the center of Yarmar until he left the borders of Eastern Seagan.
Here, anong the tumbled foothills of the Gen Mountains, lived the Red Seagani, shy, secretive sheep
herders who as yet had had little to do with the Mirayans.

They were not a dangerous people, but they were odd and it took al the shaman’'s courage to ded
with the way they would come and peer into his face while he was degping a night and yet run and hide
from him dl during the day. Some of ther faces showed the sgns of Tari blood—the dark green,
amond-shaped eyes and the pae skin and hair. Perhaps this was what made them <o fey.

As the shaman approached the foothills and Gen Gateway, a large cluster of roughly hewn wooden
and thatch buildings scattered among mysterious ruins of much larger stone buildings, he could see how
truly sheer and craggy the Gen Mountains were.

Here the Red Seagani were not so shy. The shaman found lodgings in one of their huts and hired a
guide. That evening two shamans of the village came to sup with him and to ask him of his business with
the Tari. He told them of the captive Tari woman and of the Mirayan brutdity toward her. It seemed wise
to be honest in this place.

The falowing morning he and his guide set out to dimb the mountains. They were not far out of the
village when a hawk with rich red-brown plumage flew past them and up the mountain.

“Isit amessenger?’ the shaman asked of hisguide, but the guide, a lad of of about fifteen whose red
manhood tattoos were so new on his cheeks that they were dill raised, merdy grunted.

For three long days they climbed the mountains. Just as the shaman was beginning to think the hard
dimb would never end, they suddenly topped arise and found themsdves on alushly forested plateau.

“Penterong,” grunted the guide, pointing to a path that led away into the forest. He left the path and
sat down on soft green grass beneath the trees. The shaman understood that he meant to go no farther.

The Tari were regarded as a gentle, kindly people by the ordinary folk, and the shaman himsdf was
old enough to have fond memories of their traveling folk. Yet he could not help remembering how essly
they had thrown the city of Olbiaiinto the sea. A wise man dways approaches the powerful warily.

Yet as he walked through the forest of Penterong thet fear left him. His sght gorged on the beauty of
the forest as a hungry man gorges on food. Its beauty sdtisfied and ddighted him as nothing had ever
done before. He fdt young and free again, full of energy, twice as strong as he had ever been and able to
ded with everything.

Though he sensed that there were watchers among the trees, he was not afraid. He fdt completely a
part of this landscape asif he were a part of a perfect pattern that incuded rocks, trees and sky; or asif
he were a dancer in a complicated dance, performing his part perfectly while dl around him the world
sang in joyous harmony. The world was him and moved through him and he belonged to it. At the same
time he saw how tiny was his part in it dl and how much more there was to understand—a world of
mystery, richness, and beauty which could never be entirdly known and would never sour.

He had not had such fedings since the day he had taken the sacred passage to shamanhood. Unlike
that day, when the feding had been brought on by drugs and his senses had been hazed, here he saw
everything with grest darity.

A part of him, the part that had assessed the effect of the Tari woman on the Mirayans so coldly, saw
with a fearful wariness that he was fdling into a rdigious ecstasy, but even that did not redly trouble him.



At lagt he came into view of the great rock and rose-covered wdl that was the heding hdl of
Penterong. As he stood open-mouthed and staring, there was a rusiling in the trees nearby. A great cloud
of smdl birds burgt through the faliage and flew past him, twittering brightly. Suddenly a woman stood
there. She was dressed in gray, and her pale gold hair was interwoven with red festhers. She reminded
him of the kuok, the tdl statdly herons that lived on the margins of the sea.

Sitting on her hand was a hawk like the one seen earlier, with rich red-brown plumage. She stroked it
with her finger and regarded him out of the corner of her eye.

“You are the one with the message for the Tari?” she asked. Her eyes seemed as wild and predatory
as those of the hawk.

“l am, lady,” said the shaman, beginning to fed afraid again.
“Then come with me,” she said and led him away into the forest.

Inadearing sat two Tari, a man and a woman. They were tal and far as Tari dways are, but there
was a coldness about them that the shaman could not remember in the Tari he had met as a child. The
woman wore the clean white robes of a heder and her hair was gracefully braided with gold thread and
green beads, but her dark eyes were full of cool mockery. The shaman thought he would have had to be
a the very door of death before he would have asked her for heding.

Neither of them gave their names, though at the beginning the woman cdled the man Jagamar. He
gave her a severe look when she did so, however, and she hardly spoke after that.

The man was handsome, with a fine-boned face and smooth, degant siver har. His eyes were not
cold but fiery and, as the shaman spoke, increasingly full of excitement. The shaman told him of the battle
for the Mori stronghold of Heurforet, emphasizing the Mirayans quilt as much and as subtly as he could.
This was easy, for the Tari was far more interested in the Mirayans than in the Seagani. He cdled the
Mirayans the people of the dragon and asked the shaman much of how they did things and what they
believed in. He asked particularly about High Chief Scarvan and Duke Wolf. He did not seem to have
any specia fondness for the Mori, but he asked a great many questions about Elena Starchild.

After along period of questions and answers, the Tari man thanked the shaman. Later, as the shaman
was on his way home, it occurred to him that it was dmog as if the Tari man had never seen Elena
Starchild. It puzzled the shaman, though he could make nothing of it.

“Y ou have done wel and shown us great friendship in coming here,” the Tari man said.

“Itisan honor to serve the Tari,” said the shaman. “Ther presence is much missed in the lands of the
Archipelago.”

“Yes, yes” sad the man dismissvdy. “We thank you. If you wish to continue to serve us, you will not
speak of this matter too widdy. Now one of the attendants will return you to your guide.”

The shaman found the bird lady at his Sde and followed her without further ado. He was disappointed
that he was not going to see more of Penterong but somehow relieved to be going.

The Tari were more frightening than he remembered them to be.

Chapter 2

The ship was dowing, its timbers cregking as it changed direction. The cdls of the sallors echoed



from above. In the dmly lit cabin, a figure was stting on the Sde of the bunk with its face in its hands. Its
thoughts were as dark as the feathers of a raven.

A little girl came charging in through the cabin door. “He told me to stop the breeze. Says we should
go into port more conventiondly. Attract less notice.”

“Seemswise,” sad the figure on the bunk quietly.

The little girl looked at the figure through narrowed eyes. She took in her quiet voice and the dight
droop of her usudly strong shoulders. “What's wrong with you?’

“Nothing.” said Yard softly.

“You're thinking about what we saw a Heurforet, aren’'t you?' She budtled to the other end of the
cabin and flung open the shutter. Bright white light filled the cabin. “Y ou've done nothing but mope since
we |eft. 1t's hopeless. We re coming into Lamartaine and you have to pay atention.”

“l am paying atention!” said Yani tartly. “I can't help feding bad. | should have been with Elena, not
ddlying about enjoying my own honor in Dania.”

“Oh, thisagain. What isthe point of this? We both should have been with her. But we weren't. And
Heur-foret burned. You're awarrior, Yani! You should be harder than thig”

“Do you think it's a virtue to get so hardened that you are not upset to see your Sster’s home turned
to ash and hear of her husband and friends killed, and she and her child taken captive?’ Yani turned on
Marigoth. “Don’t tdl me what | should and shouldn’'t fed. What do you know? Sitting on your idand
dreaming your life avay.”

“If you and Elena had stayed on the idand none of this would have happened. Grandmother told us to
gay hidden. Why did you two warnt to... Changeis a misake.”

Yani bit back a hot retort. She didn’t want to fight with Marigoth. They needed to be united for this
quest. Sooner or later she would need Marigoth's magecraft. What there was of it. Mages came into
their true power when they reached puberty. Marigoth had not aged for many years. She was 4ill an
eleven-year-old. Why hadn’t she changed? It was crazy.

A difficult slence fdl in the cabin. Marigoth sivung on the windowsll.
“Where sthis port, then?’ she snapped. “Are we even moving?’
“Sowly,” sad Yani. “It takes time to come into a port, Mari.”
Marigoth began to pace.

“Too much time. Everything takes so much time. It took us three months to find out about Fleurforet.
And it's taken nearly two days to get here”

“Be cdm. We dill have to get to Olbia after this” said Yani. “Tha's where they have her.”
“A Circle of Power would have been much faster.”

“And run the risk of having them natice us? And meking us disappear as Grandmother did? How will
that hep Elena?’

“l don't think the other Tari can Hill be interested in us. They didn't save Elena after dl.”

“Perhgps they didn't know. It's taken us three months to find out what's happened. Or perhaps
they're dl gone, like the stories say.”

“Oh, they're dill in their stupid hiding place at the top of their little mountain,” said Marigoth. “I would
have fdt it in the life spirit if they had gone.”

“Then why don't they do something? They must have some idea of what's going on. In the old days



they would never have stood for bloody-pig-arrogant Mirayans teking Mori land and cutting down their
forest.”

“Do you know what the captain told me?’ said Marigoth. “He told me the Mirayans were just looking
for an excuse to sack Heurforet because it was the only trading center on the idand of Yarmar they
didn't own. They like monopolies, he said. It's outrageous. What gives them the right?’

“Might,” said Yani bluntly. “They do it because they are stronger and because they can. That is the
vaue of warcraft you see. The Mirayans are the biggest children in this game. They can use force to
make the smaler children play their way.”

“Thet's not how it should be,” snapped Marigoth. She kicked the wal benegth the window. “How is
the life spirit served by might and monopolies? Such actions cause imbaance”

She turned back to the window. A large stone wal had come into view. “Findly! Is that the sea
wdl?

“You know what redly annoys me about the Tari,” snarled Yani with sudden anger. “It's how nice
people are to me because I'm one. It's dl—yes, Lady Tari; no, Lady Tari. Please give me your blessing,
Lady Tari. Tari don't deserve such respect. The Archipdagans depended on them to protect them, to
keep a just baance between weak and strong. In the old days, if Wolf Madraga had threatened to
invede Moria, Queen Sonnette could have cdled for hep and Tai mages would have come and made
Madraga s amy fdl adeep until he was prepared to make peace. Then suddenly, just because three Tari
are killed by some madman with a demon, they turn ther backs on everyone who rdies on them. Now
the Archipdago is full of people who have no experience with war. No wonder the Mirayans came in
and took over s0 eadly.”

“Is that why you went off to learn to fight?” said Marigoth. “1 never understood it. Our bediefs say
whet you do iswrong.”

“And to St by and do nothing while the strong oppress the weak is right?” snapped Yani. “1 am not
lucky enough to be magicd like some people. But if you cannot bring justice peacefully, then it mugt
come through the sword. If you fight for a just cause and with a pure heart... | do not fed the life soirit is
wronged by this. Queen Sharma rules her people with justice and mercy, and if the world were properly
in balance that would be dl she needed to do. But in this world, especidly with the Mirayans, she needs
to have warriors to back her up.”

“But how can you help anyway? It'sdl show. You can't kill people because then you would have to
share ther degths. You'd be usdessin an actud attack.”

“But | can look threstening,” said Yani. “A warrior is about the threat of violence as much as the
violence in itsdf, Mari. Not many people know of the Tari’s weakness, and | have a reputation. I've
been the queen’s bodyguard and champion for three years, and I’ ve defeated dl comers.”

“How?’

“The queen’ s champion never fights to the death. | never had to kill anyone.”
“Have you ever killed anyone?’ asked Marigoth curioudy.

“Has anyone ever told you you're a sef-righteous little toad?’ snapped Y ani.

“No, No! I'm not being sdlf-righteous, | promise! | just wondered what it fet like. All that dying and
evaything. Isit bad?’

Yani looked at her feet for a moment.
HYaH
“So you did kill someone!”



“An assassin. He came a Queen Sharma. | hit. He was dead before | thought and then...”
“And then?’

“l was dying. Truly dying. | didn't know that it was not for redl. | fdt such loss... you want more life
You're so angry and terrified. Then blackness. Nothing...” Her voice trailed off.

“And afterward when you woke up. How did you fed?’ asked Marigoth avidly.

“Dirty. | hated mysdf. | fdt the offense againg the life oirit asif it had been a wrong againg me. And
ever after, the sense of it has been with me. Sometimes now | hear the voice of ravens in my mind and
their cawing islike the voice of death. And certain thoughts... they seem to take araven’s shape. Do you
know what | mean?’

“Eew, nol And I’'mglad | don’'t. Who'd want to fed the presence of the Warbird? Does it haunt you,
then?’

“No, it'snot like thet!” said Yani with a little laugh. “Don’'t be ridiculous” She looked at Marigoth's
avid face and said affectionately, “You are the mogt terrible little ghoul.”

“l am not!” cried Marigoth. “I judt... if it is so bad, why are you 4ill afighter?’

“Swordplay isan art. A great physicd pleasure and beauty, like any other sport. Like dance. It is not
about killing. It is about pitting yoursdf honorably againgt an opponent. Striving againgt your own fear and
weakness. And in the sarvice of the life spirit, of justice and balance... What greater honor could there
have been than to have been there at Heurforet hdping to drive off Wolf Madraga's forces? To have
protected dl those innocent people. Surdly thet is serving the life spirit, not damaging it.”

“You might have had to kill someone.”
“l would gladly die a thousand desths for Elena. Wouldn't you?’
Marigoth looked startled. “There’ s no need. | can just put people to deep. I'll never have—"

“No!” cried Yani, suddenly serious. “Enough of this avoiding facts. Think about it serioudy. Because
thisis not theidand now. It's the red, dirty world. You may have to do things for Elena you don't like.
Would you kill for Elena?’

“l need to know that you are up to this” said Yani. “I need to know you are not going to just run
away and hide when things get difficult.”

Marigoth flushed. “How dare you! Do you think | don’t love our sster? Do you think | would... 7’
“What is wrong with you, Marigoth? Why haven't you grown up? Why? What are you hiding from?’

“l don't have to grow up,” cried Marigoth. “1 don't have to become some supid, serious,
sdf-satisfied adult dways laying down the law like you. Just mind your own business, Yani!”

“You would be better able to hdp Elenaif you grew—"’

“Shut up! Shut up!”

“Marigoth, think! Y our power is—’

“Chaos on you!” shouted Marigoth. She waved her arm and suddenly she was gone.
“Seel” shouted Yani. “Running away from redity. Just likea Tari.”

She stared savagdy at the empty space. Then suddenly her face fdl; she remembered a very smilar
argument seven years ago and Elena s voice saying to her reproachfully, “We could have used her hdp.”

She clapped her hand on her forehead.



“Idiot!” she told hersdlf. She needed Marigoth. Elena needed Marigoth. What had she been thinking?
Elena was what was important now, not Yarn's idea of what was good for Marigoth.

“Marigath, I'm sorry. | shouldn’t have spoken like that. | was wrong. Look, please, for Elend's sake.
We have to stick together.”

Silence

“l promise not to mention it again.” In the slence Yani heard heavy boots coming across the deck
toward the cabin. A fig banged on the door.

She pulled her boiled leather jerkin off her bunk. It had extra padding to give her body a more manly
shape. With this, her breasts bound down and her hair cut short, she had been able to pass as a man ever
gnce she left Dania. Women swordfighters were not very common and so people usudly didn't need
much prompting to assume that a person with a sword was a man. And everyone knew that the Mirayans
hed peculiar views about women. The fact that they aways indsted on taking to Queen Sharma's
husband, whose only officd role was to father the queen’s children, instead of the queen hersdf was
tesimony to this Privady Yani thought masquerading as a man was a ridiculous concession to make to
such foals, but Queen Sharma had inggted it was a good idea and she was usudly right about such
things

She had bardy shrugged the jerkin over her shoulders when the door flew open and a Mirayan man
stood there with another man.

“Commander Bariud Highnesd He's just a passenger!” cried the ship’'s master, who seemed to be
trying to dow his companion’s progress. An employee of the queen, the master was well aware of Yani's
gender and was probably trying to give her time. “He's not responsible for anything. You redly have no
need to bother with him.”

“I’'m going to see everything on this ship. Don't try any of your cunning netive tricks on me” said the
Mirayan. He flung into the room like awaking brick, alarge man with a red jowly face, big bly, broad
shoulders and big beefy fists. Two men-at-arms peered in behind him. He glared a Y ani.

“So who the hdl are you?' he demanded.

“Lord Yani, | told him you had nathing to do with my trading,” said the master anxioudy, “but he
indsted on coming to speak with you. It's not my fault, lord. | didn’t know.”

“Of course not,” said Yani. The shipmaster looked scared. Evidently there was some serious problem
here. Time to attempt some diplomacy. “How may | help you, Commander Barius?’ she said courteoudy
to the Mirayan.

The moment she spoke she knew she had said something wrong. She could tdl by the magter’'s
grimace and by the reddening of the officid’ s face. Damn! Why was she s0 bad at diplomacy?

“This ship is being confiscated and the crew are to be taken in for questioning on a smal matter of
illegd trading,” said the commander. “What' s your business here?’

“I'm a passenger,” sad Yani.
“Boarding where?’
113 Dmla”

“Ah, s0 you're Danian, are you? Don't look like any Dani I've ever seen. What's your business?
Perhaps the queen of the Dani sent you to find out about Duke Woalf’ s fortifications.”

“No,” sad Yani. “Why would she care about that? I've come here looking for my sgter. She's
married to a man somewhere down here and we lost touch.”

She turned to the master. “What does he meanillegd trading? What' s illegd ?’



The only trading they had yet done on this voyage was when they had stopped a Fleurforet to
examine the remains of the camp. The Mori surviviors had come out of the forest to trade furs for
arrowheads with the Danians, just as they had before the disaster.

“His Highness Duke Wolf Madraga has declared dl trade with the Mori to be illegd and this fellow
hed a hold full of Mori furs” snapped the watch commander.

Anger filled Yani at the sound of the name of the destroyer of Heurforet.
“But we didn't know it wasiillegd!” she snapped. “That's not fair! What say does the duke have in it
ayway?”’

The master groaned and put his hands over his face as the watch commander lurched forward,
grabbed afig full of Yard's shirt and pulled her face down to his.

“Ignorance of the law is no excuse, shit-for-brains. | don’t like your attitude. What say does the duke
have in this indeed! | think hell have plenty to say about a rich young Dani lordling like you and his
bullshit gtories. | think it's about time we taught you a lesson or two about what busnessit is of the
duke' s to say who trades what in his own port.”

He shoved Yani away hard so that she should have sumbled, but she was ready and kept her
balance.

This seemed to annoy the commander even more. He turned on his hed with a disgusted 1ook.

“Bring hm!” he ordered the soldiers. He turned to the master, who was wringing his hands anxioudy.
“And you! Carying illegd cargo and Dani spiesd Jugt thank your hesthen gods that I'm not the
megidrate or |I'd burn this piece of driftwood to the weterline.”

“But Highness, he's not a spy. | swear it”
The commander was gone. The two men-at-arms moved in beside Yani and demanded her weapons.

“Yes, of course” she said. They seemed more than willing to shove her about so she showed them
her sword and dagger on the bunk. They indgted that she pick them up and hand them to them. Some
attempt to humilate her? Who could understand Mirayans?

They were tied up aongside the dock. It must have taken some kind of magecraft to have brought the
ship so neatly in. Knowing the Mirayans, they had offidd mages to do thiskind of thing. All around them
towered huge Mirayan ships, three times astal as thar ship and covered in gaudily painted statues. Three
huge ballidas, the biggest Yani had ever seen, stood on the foredeck of the nearest one.

Onther deck along line of crewmen stood, drearily waiting to dimb the tal ladder up to the dock.
Men-at-arms stood implacably behind them.

“l could make a diverson if you want to run,” the master whispered.

“Arethey likdy to strip us?’ asked Yard. “No? Wel then, thank you but | think we will stay here for
awhile”

“Lord, whereisyour Sgter?” The shipmaster had a hedthy fear of Marigoth.

“Around,” said Yani, hoping she was right. Now she redlly did need Marigoth. “What will they do to
LS?!

“l don't know. We are to go to jal and that commander fdlow talks of taking my ship. They are
trying to stop people trading weapons with the Mori.”

“Wdl then, | shdl tdl them you traded nothing but cheeses.”

“No, lord. | beg of you, say you stayed aboard during the trade and know nothing of it. You have not
the way of deding with these Mirayans. Y ou are too proud. They do not like proud Archipeagans.”



“But that's outrage—"

“Itis best to humor them in this. You should let them think they are cleverer and stronger. Also you
should dways cdl them Highness. They like that.”

“But why?" cried Yani, mydified. “Are they dl princes, to be caled Highness? My honor does not
likethis”

“Move dong there, and no taking,” shouted one of the men-at-arms, nudging them with his spear.

Surrounded by the men-at-arms, they |eft the dockside and went through the gate into the city. Yani
was both impressed and disturbed. The houses of the Mirayan town were enormous and built of stone.
The streets too were paved with sone and built with andl paved depressions on ether sde, which were
obvioudy there to collect the rubbish and ordure. Not a bad way of keeping Streets clean, thought Y ani,
remembering the filthy mud streets of the Dani capital.

Y et though dl this building was impressive, it was dso difling. How could they bear to livein these tall
stone houses with no sght of anything green apart from some dimy moss growing on the refuse ditches?
All these people crammed in together. How did they stand it?

Most of the people on the streets were Mirayan, but there were plenty of Archipelagans, many of
them wearing iron dave manacles around their necks. Apart from a couple of Seagani who stopped and
stared a Y ani, no one paid much attention to the prisoners, except for some smdl boys who had fdlenin
behind them, throwing rotten fruit and chanting something that sounded insulting.

After a short time, however, the chanting was suddenly cut off by ghill screams of pain. She craned
backward to see what had happened. Could Marigoth have... She wasn't very tolerant. Neither was the
guard. Before Yani could see what had happened to the little boys, she was shoved in the back with the
shaft of a spear and roughly urged on.

At the end of the street was a big arched gate leading onto a paved yard surrounded by square stone
buildings They were certainly good builders, these Mirayans.

The column of prisoners was lined up in the yard and a man in a dark blue mage's robe came down
the line and held a crystd up to every man. A dignified-looking man with gray hair looked a Yani
caefully and then said something to Commander Barius. Barius looked disgusted but grunted his
consent. Yani had made an enemy there.

When the blue-robed mage reached Y ani, he waved the crysta over her a couple of times, peered a
it and her and then said, “Put a manacle on this one for good measure.”

The search over, the prisoners filed into the big stone building, which was full of cages floored with
straw. The stench of the place was dreadful—stale urine and sweat with an underpinning of excrement.
Yani found it hard not to gag. The cages were full of men, most of them dirty as wdl as ragged. All of
them were Archipelagans, moslly the loca Seagani. They jeered as the crew filed through the door but
fdl slent when they saw Yani.

Thinking thet if anyone needed hope these fdlows seemed to, Yani said, “May the Circle of Life
enfold you and bless you dl.”

At this severd of them shot out thar hands to be touched, and she touched them, repeeting the
blessing, until the commander came charging through, hitting their hands and shoving Yani roughly away
from the cage.

“Hey!” shouted one huge man. “You can't treat a Tari like that.” A cdamor of protest arose from the
cage.



“Get in there” snapped the commander, twiding Yani's am and hudling her to the end of the
corridor. Rulling open a big wooden door, he pushed her into atiny cdl no more than a man’ s-length long
with a stone grating cut in the wdl to let inlight.

“What the hdl were you doing out there?’ he shouted.

“It's supposed to be lucky to touch afar-haired person,” lied Yani.
“I'll give you touching! Scum!” growled the commander.

He kicked Yani intheleg so hard that she crashed onto the floor.

She was up in amoment, figts clenched ready to fight, her mind full of raven thoughts. The look on the
commander’ s face stopped her. He was judt itching for an opportunity to beat her up and he probably
wasn't above cdling others to hdlp.

She stood there defensively, scowling a him.

“Learning aready, are you?’ said the commander. “We don't like your kind here. Coming round and
dirring up our natives. I'd like to see what the Inquisition will make of dl this”

It was on the tip of Yani’s tongue to tdl him to go to destruction, but she had to avoid a fight. Too
much physica contact might reved her sex to this, the worst of dl possble people. She just glowered a
him and moved over into the corner of the cdl asif she were worried about another blow. She had come
across this kind of maice before. It was the reverse side of the respect which most people showed. This
was S0 dhillingly open. Well, why shouldn’t it be? She was very much in the power of this man. She fdt a
twinge of fear a the thought.

He looked satisfied and left the cell, locking the door behind him. A moment later there was a yep
from outside and a kind of muffled roar from the other prisoners. Through the grating in the cdl door
Yani saw that the commander had tripped and landed facedown in a very dubious-looking puddle. She
heard alittle girl laughing out in the corridor. A wave of relief came over her. She moved away from the
door before the commander could see her amiling.

The commander did not return. When night fdl Yani rented a filthy blanket from one of the warders
and did her best to deep curled up in the corner of the cdl. Her soldier’s training helped a litile, but the
adl was too amdl and dark and she kept having unpleasant dreams about the wals squeezing in on her till
she oozed out from between them like guts out of a somach wound. After awhile she wanted to shout a
Marigoth to come and get her out of here, but she knew she had to take her punishment bravely. When
Marigoth thought she had suffered enough she would come.

Sure enough sometime in the early hours of the moming Marigoth was there in the cdl with her,
nudging her none too gently in the ribs with her foot.

“Time to go, deepyhead.” From the tone of her voice she was determined to pretend nothing had
happened between them. That suited Yani. The less said, the soonest forgotten.

Yani heard the bolt diding back and a light flared on Marigoth’s fingertips. She got up, easing her
cramped muscles, and pushed open the door. But once outside the cdll, she remembered something.

“Mari,” she said, catching hold of Marigoth’s wrigt in the darkness. “Can we get the ship’'s crew out
of here?

“What? Oh, why Yani? What's the point?’

“Wdl, 1 don't want the master to lose his ship and have to say in this horrible place. The
commeander’s apig.”

“Wedl, he's walowed in shit today,” said Marigoth with a satisfied laugh.
“So can we do it?’ perdsted Yani.



“Oh, Yani,” groaned Marigoth. “You're so sentimentd. | thought warriors were meant to be hard.
What are these people to you?’

“It's a matter of doing the honorable thing. Come on, Mari. Would it be so hard to let out a few extra
captives? You've dready put the guards to deep, haven't you? It would make getting away much easier
if we went on the ship. And think of how it would annoy the commander. And his superiors.”

“Oh dl right, then. But now tha you've helped them ther€ll be no end to it, just you mark my
words.”

But the idea of annoying Commander Barius, or even better, getting him into trouble appeded to
Marigoth so much that she opened every sangle cdl in the watchhouse so that by the time the jalers
awoke from their magica deep to greet the morning sun, the whole place was empty.

It fdl to the marshdl of the city to be the one to explain the jailbresk to the duke. It pained him to
have to report falure to his leader. He promised himsdf that those guards would fed the whip. Yet they
were not the kind of men you would have expected to have dept through a jail-break. At least not dl of
them.

The duke did not get angry. True, he had never been one to rant and rave over soilt milk, but he
hardly even seemed interested in the emptying of his jal. The man had changed snce the raid on
Heurforet. There was no gansaying it.

“We ve picked up a couple of the local escapees dready this morning. Both of them drunken sots
who went to the closest tavern the minute they got free. Mogt of the others seem to have gone off on a
boat with this pale-haired freak.”

“So what did the drunks tdl you? Y ou mindsearched them?’

“Had to. They were both too drunk to make any sense. It looks like they were both adeep when
whatever happened happened, but they both show that the fresk was definitdy the ringleader. Somehow
he got out of his own cell, opened the door of ther cdls and led them out past the degping guards. There
was alittle girl with him. | don’t understand it, my lord. Where would she come from?’

“And was thislittle girl like the man? Pdle skin and pae har?’

“Not sure, my lord. The drunks only caught a glimpse of her. Maybe it was jugt the tal end of some
drunken dream, though it was in the heads of both men. But it doesn’t seem to make sense. How could a
litle girl get into the prison? And the man was wearing a witch manacle.”

“Was he?’ sad the duke, impressed. “Even though the fdlow showed no sgn of magery? Commend
the mage who did that. That was very perceptive of him.”

He got up and went to the window. The marshd noticed that there was aamdl brown bird with green
wings standing on the windowsll, watching them with beady eyes. It did not seem at dl disturbed by the
duke' s proximity.

“So one, maybe two of these fair people. Where did the man say they came from?’

“Commeander Barius told me he daimed to be a Dani, but | don't think he had interviewed him very
caetully.”

“Commander Barius” The duke pulled a face. This particular commander of the watch was a good
leader of men, but notorioudy bad with the natives. “It dl becomes clear now. So do we have any idea
what thistal far man was doing in Lamartaine?’

“Barius was certain he was a oy.”



“And what dse did Barius ssy?”’

“Sad the fdlow could give no good reason for being in Lamartaine. Said he gave some stupid story
about looking for asister down here.”

The duke looked quickly at the marshd. “Looking for his sster? He said that?”

“So Bariusdams”

The duke looked grim.

“He came off aship you said.”

“Yes. One that was being impounded for trading with the Mori. It had a cargo of Mori furs onboard.”
“And the master of this ship?’

“Among those who escaped from the jail. The ship went out on the early morning tide. We' ve sent
out one of ours, but we don’t have much hope. It must have been salling very fast... there was no sgn of
it. There mugt be amage involved here. And there weren't many witnesses on the docks ether. A lot of
people adeep. But the watch mage found a couple of hars this Yani’d Ieft on his blanket, and he cast a
bowl of seeing on them. The man is out a sea, no doubt with the rest of that ship. Heading back to
Dania”

“l see,” sad the duke. “Wel, | want no more outbreaks of this kind. But do not punish the guards too
hershly. These tdl fair people are notorious among the natives for their subtle magery. | don't doubt that
there was magic involved here. As for our good Commander Barius, reprimand him soundly for being
overzedous. Tdl him that next time he encounters one of these people he should send for me
immediaidy. They are cdled Tari for future reference. You may go now, marshd. | know you will do
your best to round up the other prisoners.”

Asthe door closed behind the marshd, the duke sat down at the table and put his head in his hands.

There was a fegthery rudling of bird’ s wings and suddenly the samdl green-winged bird was gone and
awoman stood before the window. She was tal and dressed in green, with green feethers plaited into
her long pde blond hair. Her eyes were dark and dightly danted above her high cheekbones.

“Why the attitude of despair, Madraga? she said, amiling cynicdly.

“Your people have come to take her back,” he said. “Now | have no chance.”

Sometimes without mesning to, a person looks at the sun and though he may look away quickly, the
afterimage of the sunlight is burnt onto hiseye and is part of everything he sees il it fades. So it was for

Duke Wolf Madraga now he had seen Elena Starchild. Except that the afterimage did not fade, but
continued to remain part of everything he did.

He burned.
It was worgt a night. When he closed his eyes he saw her shining beauty again as she came forth

from the tower. The Mori had cdled her Elena Starchild with good reason. He had such dreams of
her—such sweet and ecdtatic dreams. The very memory of them turned him hot.

He should have taken up arms againg that brute Scar-van, he should have. But opposing his liege
lord had never been one of Duke Walf’s amhitions. It had taken time to work up to that. Though not
vay much time.

Why did she haunt him so? Why did the memory of her fill his mind & odd times of the day when he
was gtting in judgment or ingpecting troops or riding through the forest to hunt?

Up till now women had intruded very little on Wolf Madraga's inner life. Well-bred Mirayans kept
their womenfolk secluded—yprotected from the outside world, so that they saw no one but their close



mde relatives. Women who went out in public were ether serfs (dthough the usud socid classes had
broken down somewnhat in the Archipelago) or native daves. One didn’t redly tak to such women,
though one might have brief sexua réationships with them.

Of hisfemde rdatives, his thirteen-year-old daughter, Stasia, was the only one he had strong affection
for. He was fond of his mother, but the bonds had weakened under the force of her congtant hysteria
after his father had been killed and she had found hersdf a widow, Sx months pregnant, on a ship to a
strange new country with only her fifteen-year-old son, Walf, for protection. Wolf had been immensdy
relieved when older women had taken on the task of caring for her and later Prince Pirus of Ishtak had
found her anew husband.

His own late wife had been a much stronger woman, dutiful, calm and affectionate when appropriate,
but the deep affection he fdt for her memory was modly a product of gratitude. She had been an
undemanding womean, attractive enough to make getting his four children no chore, but he had not fdt
passion for her. He had never thought of himsdf as a passionate man. So why did he burn for Elena
Starchild and why did he fed such deadly anger when he thought of Scarvan’s big red paws touching her
beautiful kin?

“l sad it would happen, didn't I? Y ou were too dow,” said the Lady of Birds, a the window now.
Though the duke cdled her the Lady of Birds, Jnd-abyne was her red name,

The Tari sorceress had appeared to him one night about a month ago in the shape of an owl. The
Tai, 0 it seemed, were not a myth. Were very much not a myth. It seemed this strange idand of Yarmar
dill had mysteries. The morning after, he had sent for a native shaman and asked him dl about the Tari.
What he heard would have been frightening if he had believed every word of it. Fortunately he knew how
uperstious and easlly impressed the natives were. Anyway, Wolf Madraga no longer cared about
danger. All he wanted was the release of anight in Elena Starchild’s arms.

Yet he had had enough self-possession to ress dl Jndabyne's urgings to go to war with Scarvan
over Elena He had not lost his mind that completely. He saw dearly that she might wel be some
ill-wishing netive force sent to create fatd disunity among the Mirayans.

“Wel, if it has happened perhapsiit is better s0,” he said now. “Such obsession as | have is dangerous
and should be fought. At least hewill not keep her.” ?

The Lady of Birds put her hands on her hips

“Oh, please” she sad sarcadticdly. “ Spare me the heroics. If ever | saw such a hopdess man. |
cannot imeagine why destiny says you will breed rulers with Elena Starchild. Y ou have no spine at al.”

The duke tensed angrily.

Then he relaxed, sat back in his chair and looked at her with a tolerable copy of her own cynicism.
“A Mi-rayan woman would never speak to aman s0.”

“And | should wish to copy such dull creatures? It is not surprisng you have fdlen for the fird Tari
woman you saw. How can a strong man bear endlesdy obedient women?’

She leaned casudly againg a chair and watched him working to suppress his anger with amusement.
“You have no choice” she said swedtly. “If you want my hep.”

“Did | say | wanted your help? How can | be sure | can trust you? I've never believed in prophecy.
People cannot foretdll the future”

She was suddenly serious. “You should. The Tari are destiny’s intimates. We can foretd| the future.
And we foresee that it is you and not Alexus Scarvan who will breed rulers of Yarmar with Elena
Sarchild.”



“So you say,” sad Madraga coally.

She amiled. “Oh, | know that you think | am here to sow disunity and make you Mirayans weak. That
shows you are not a fool, and thus worthy to father Tari rulers. | want some of that wing” she said,
pointing to the jug on the sideboard.

He got the wine and ignored the way she just sat down in a chair without so much as a by your leave.
She had no more shame than a whore, this creature. It did not bother her a dl that he could see her
ankles and some of her caves. Elena Starchild had not been such a woman.

Nonetheless, the Lady of Birds was a beautiful creature and had Elena Starchild not filled his mind he
might wel have found her very atractive. Perhaps there was something in her taunts about obedient
women. The forthrightness of native women was rather refreshing. Though no one in his right mind
bedded a sorceress.

“Perhgps you were right to resst my persuasions. Perhaps thiswill serve us just aswel,” she said.

“That isa concesson indeed,” he said, pouring himsdf a glass of wine. “But redly | dill can't see why
you are prepared to go agangt your own people for my sake.”

“Those two are no people of ming” said Jindabyne. “Nor is Elena Starchild. Their grandmother went
agang our council and took her granddaughters to live outsde our land. Her actions undermined
Ermora’s safety. She was an evil woman That is why when prophecy showed that Elena was to marry
one of the Gibadgee, my master had no qualms in sending me to help destiny dong. We are destiny’s
children, we Tari.”

“So you have often said. Y ou were tdling me how this event might serve me.”

“| predict these two, for there were definitdy two of them, will show up in Olbia very soon. And they
will disturb the prince. I'm sure he wants to keep Elena Starchild as much as you want to have her.”

Woalf was sure of it too. He ground his teeth at the thought of the fat old pig touching—

“Cdm down. He haan't got your drength of character, Madraga. |1 don't know why you are so
fathfu to hm.”

“It's about honor,” he said. “So | don’t expect you to understand.”

She amiled sweetly at him and went on. “I think—uwith a little help from me—he can be persuaded to
send Elena away to one of his other fortresses and you can snatch her on the way. Quite possibly without
his even knowing it was you.”

He thought of this and his sairits began to rise. The plan did have digtinct possihilities. His ships were
better than Scarvan’s. He would be better informed.

“You are going to Olbia soon, aren’t you?’ she said.

“l usudly go for the feast of St. Stefan,” he said, “but | thought thisyear... | hear rumors that Scarvan
isgoing to publicy rebuke mefor not following his rigious edict.”

“The man is afool,” she said. “You should not interfere with a peopl€'s rdigion. Not if you wish to
keep harmony.”
“On that, we are agreed,” said Madraga, lifting his cup.

“Ason so many things. We Tai like you, Madraga. If we must have Mirayans, and that appears to
be our destiny, we would prefer you. You are so much more practica.”

“Why, thank you,” he said. “ So tdl me more about you Tari. Are they dl like you?’

“Some are and some aren't,” shrugged the lady, her eyes dlittering with amusement. “1 should not
worry. Apart from Elena Starchild, | am the only one you are ever likdy to meet.”



He wondered if this was true. He hoped it was.
Meanwhile on a ship salling as fast asiit could toward Dania, Marigoth was shouting & Y ani.
“Did you tdl them that | would becadm them if they didn’t agree?’

“No,” snapped Yani. “And I'm not going to. | don't blame the master for not wanting to go farther
into Mirayan territory. He says the punishment for escgping from prison is davery and | believe him. This
ghip is no match for one of those mongtrous Mirayan things with the baligas”

“Butl am.”

“Areyou redly?’ asked Yani serioudy before she remembered that this was dangerous ground.

Marigoth dropped her eyes. “Very wdl, then. Let us go some other way if you're scared.”

“Well just have to get our own boat,” said Yani. “Or | guess we could walk. It would take no more
then thirty days by my reckoning.”

“Yani, be serious Do you want Elena to have to stay in captivity any longer than is necessary?’
“l am not going to force this ship to take ud It would be wrong.”

“Then maybe we should try the Circle of Power. There is one very near Fleurforet. | saw it that time |
was vigting Elena. Surdly it wouldn't hurt. Just the once.”

Chapter 3

“| have been very honored to be a part of this regiment,” said Ezratah Karanus, trying to look as if he
meant it. The son of an impoverished family should never give offense if he could help it and he'd done
his best to hide how disappointed he'd been to find himsdf at this dudty little outpost with no chance of
fighing or loot. “It's just... my family, we have lived at Vaskom for four hundred years but the war...
they look to meto do something...”

“Ah” sad the magdord. “Yes. These northern-border outposts are not good places to get rich. The
Red Seagani have accepted dvilization far too peecefully for that, not that we would have them
otherwise”

Once again Ezratah blessed the fact that Duke Walf Madraga' s magelord came from the same kind
of background as he did. Most of the duke's regiment of mages were rough colonids who might have
Mirayan blood but who had been born in the Archipelago and in the worst cases educated there as wdll.
But the magelord had been born and bred a home and knew, inimately so the rumors said, the problems
the Mirayan avil war had caused for families of thar rank.

Ezratah suspected he had a soft spot for him, which was why Ezratah had come to him for advice. He
wanted to be somewhere where there was a chance to make some loot fighting the natives. Rumor had it
that the magdord had managed to accumulate quite a fortune during the war of settlement in Southern
Seagan, s0 he should have some good advice.

“| thought maybe the border with the Mori,” said Ezratah, perhaps a bit too eagerly. The sacking of
Heur-foret had been big news among the garrison here.

“You will certainly see fighting there,” said the magelord. “Buit if it's money you need... The Mori are
savages. The only vauable thing they have is fur, and you'll have to see alot of fighting to get it. No, |
have another suggestion to make which you may find outrageous but which | want you to consder



serioudy. If you want to make alot of money fast, do what | did when | firg came. Go to Olbia and take
service with a merchant.”

“A merchant!” cried Ezratah, unable to keep the distaste out of his voice. In Miraya it would have
been a great disgrace for an aristocrat like him to have worked for a merchant. He could dready hear his
elder brother, Marcus, scoffing a the very idea.

“Thisisthe Archipelago, not Miraya,” the magelord said with an understanding amile. “What you do
here will have little effect on your life back home. And you will find it answers your needs admirably,
Karanus. Merchants pay wel and the work is not demanding. It can even be exditing if you have to fight
pirates. And merchants can put you in the way of making money discregtly in trade. Yes, | know, but
look at how rich the merchant families are. | wager they traveled in the deck cabin on the trip over, didn't
they?’

Ezratah remembered his miserable little hammock just above the bilges that was dl he had been adle
to afford on the duke's wages. How they had stunk! How he had resented the lowly born merchants
who had strutted about on the deck and eaten pork and apple stew with the shipmaster. Yet he was dill
Mirayan enough to find the magelord's words hard to bdieve. He was Ezratah Karanus, a nobleman.
Nobles did not work for those benegth them.

“If you will pardon the impertinence, dr, did you redly work for a merchant?’ he asked with polite
incredulity.

The magdord's eyes twinkled. “Yes, | did. | worked for Caius Vasslus in Olbia doing a varigty of
things Pirate protection was the most exciting. It took me back to Miraya severd times on free passage
inthe deck cabins, and mere was a considerable amount of loct to be had. My family have had reason to
bevery glad | did it. I'd recommend either of the Vasslus brothers as good masters, but any reputable
mercantile house in Olbia would recognize the vaue of a good Mirayan-educated mage, especidly one
with your taent for languages, Karanus. Y ou can dways take a more suitable post afterward, as | have,
if you fed the need to reestablish your honor. Thereis dways cdl for Mirayan-born men.”

Ezratah nodded—mostly to cover his surprise. The magelord had seemed such a well-bred man. For
amoment he dmaogt thought he might be mocking him. But he was quite serious. Then another terrible
suspicion came to Ezratah.

“Sir, if | may ask, istha why you stayed here?’

“What, because | worked for a merchant? Oh no!” the magdord laughed. “I promise you no one at
homewill know. Or care aslong as you are arich man. | don’t redly know why | didn’t go home. | like
it here... | think. These idands are not Miraya, but they have many advantages Miraya does not. | do not
miss the winters in Akieva, for ingtance. And my son will inherit more land here than his cousins back
home, despite his father being a mage. And he may never have to know the horror of death maegic...”

Ezratah knew how much the magdord's home province of Cadlona had suffered from rogue
desth-mages during the early part of the avil war. Thank god that had never happened in his part of the
country, just the endless banditry that had ruined crops and killed peasants and the endless need for
money to keep the men-at-arms armored and fed. Even when a good strong warlord had brought peace
to the area s0 tha the family could spare Ezratah's defensve powers, there had been a sense of
exhaugtion throughout the province that was pleasantly absent here.

“For dl itsfaults, these are lands of promise,” continued the magelord. “1 think we Mirayans have the
chance to build fine societies here, to lead the natives into the life of Mir and of dvilization. You're a
smart lad, Ezratah. Y ou have abilities beyond magecraft that might serve you wel. Don't close your eyes
to those opportunities. Think it over and if you wish, | can give you a letter of introduction.”



Thus it was that two months later Ezratah found himsdf on the road to Olbia with a letter of
introduction to one of the Vassilus brothers in his pack. As the gate of the fortress swung shut behind
him, he had a moment of self-doubt. His place in the duke’ s regiments had been assured and the pay had
been relidble, if poor. The other mages, though crude colonids, had been good-hearted fellows What
was he doing going off to work for some merchant?

He could dready hear his brother’ s snide remarks. Marcus had dways accused him of having a faulty
sense of honor.

But Ezratah knew in his heart of hearts that what he did was for more than Marcus. It was for the
Karanus family, for their honorable name, for thar continuance at Vaskom, for his father, who had firg
suggested that he come out here, and had told him that he would not blame him for what he did whild in
the Archipelago. It was d<o for his dear little sisters, Saskia and Julia, whose safe and honorable future
marriages were now assured because of the money Ezratah had sent home. Ezratah himsdf would have
preferred a more cultured lifein one of the collegesin the Mirayan captid, Alia, but the avil war had put
an end to any chance of that.

Thinking of his ssters aways reconciled him to being here in this barbaric place. Awful to think if his
sgers had been forced by poverty to remain unmarried and childless, useless, incomplete women. At
leadt in providing their dowries, he had achieved something worthwhile. Now that their futures were
assured, he fdt free to take thisrisk.

With any luck he would not need to use the letter anyway. All kinds of things might happen in Olbia.
Prince Alexus Scarvan had much more trouble with the natives than Duke Wolf did. Surely he would be
interested in a young mage of good family and slver-level power. In Miraya the fact that Ezratah had no
one to sponsor him to the prince would have been a problem, but this was Yarmar. Anything might

happen here.

What if he could come home arich man and restore the family fortunes? Marcus would have to keep
his sneers to himsdf then.

With this thought he set off a a brisk pace dong the road toward Olbia. There was a smal Seagani
village near the garrison, and he passed many ndivesin their usud costumes of flowing linen trousers and
tunics, findy wrought Slver and copper jewdry. Even the women wore trousers, though in deference to
the Mirayans they dso covered their long flowing hair and wore longer tunics. The brown cloud of
boredom that had been weghing on his mind at the outpost lifted and he was filled with a sense of
adventure.

The Archipelago might be barbaric but there were consolations for being here. It was exciting to be
somewhere different, and learning Archipelagan languages was much more fascinating than learning the
peasant didects a home. The many quaint customs of the Seagani made them interesting too. Mind you,
that could be part of the problem as wel. Waking dong the road that late summer morning Ezratah
found he was dill very shaken by the scene he'd had with his native mistress a few nights before.

Because he'd been interested in learning Seagani, in addition to the more obvious reasons, he'd
formed aliason with a young Seagani woman. Her family had been badly in debt and pathetically grateful
for the tiny amount of money he paid her. He'd kept her in one of the amdl native bothies that stood in
the little settlement outside the fort and they’d got dong very happily together, so that he'd fdt he'd
understood her.

What a complete illuson! He thought he'd treated her very decently. He'd been careful not to give
her any children and when the time had come for him to leave, he arranged to pass her on to one of his
fdlow officers. A Mirayan sarf woman would have been very grateful for this treatment but she... When
she'd found out what he intended, she carried on dreadfully.

“| thought you' d cared about me” she screamed. Well, hadn’t he showed that by trying to assure her



future? What had she expected? Surdy not marriage! She had become so upset, he sent for her mother;
only to find that her mother, ingtead of beating her for ingraitude like the mother of a Mirayan serf
womean would have, had taken her part againg him! He flushed hatly just thinking of the difficult scene.

He would never understand these people. He'd thought a lot about what the magelord had said but,
no, he couldn’t imagine thinking of the Archipdlago as home. That was that. Things were too disordered
here. This was exile. As for the dimate that everyone raved about—was it redly so wonderful? The
winters were wel enough, but now in late summer the midday heat was dreadful. The ar smdled of hesat
and dust, and insects chirruped loudly in the short dry grass. These were the grasdands where the
al-important sheep were raised. There was little shelter from the strong white light of the sun on the
paved Mirayan high road.

It was strange country. In most of the landscapes Ezratah knew, you waked dong in vdleys and hills
rose above you. Here you waked over undulaing plains, and vdleys scooped out by sreams
occasondly dropped away beside you. There were stands of trees here and there, but only the valeys
were redly forrested and the main road didn’t enter those.

Sometime before the sun reached its highest point, Ezratah turned off the main road and took a steep
path down into a shady valey. Here the air was redolent with the amdl of sun-warmed mangiri trees and
ful of the deepy chirruping of cicadas. At the bottom of the valey was a smdl stream. He followed its
course, looking for some cool spot where it would be possible to rest afew hoursin comfort.

It took him allittle time to find a suitable spot, for the sides of the stream were thick with ferns. Then,
when he did find a dearing where the stream widened to a ford, another amdl valey opened into it, and
something about that second valey made him curious.

It was not exactly avaley but alarge hollow that looked like a big bite had been taken out of the hill.
Within thet large hollow, amogt filling it in fact, was a huge dirde of sanding stones, rough hewn but
definitdy man-made. Fascinated, Ezratah examined them for some time. The fact that the wdl of the
hallow was covered with moss and little ferns made it impossible to tdl if it had been carved or not. If it
was naturd, it was remarkably even. The stone cirde fitted perfectly within the hollow. Each stone was
an even distance from the wdl so that he could walk easily through the space between.

Who could have made this thing? Surely the natives were not capable of such stonework. They were
bardly dvilized enough to build themsdves proper dwdlings, and they did dl their religious Suff injp-oves
of trees.

He explored the surface of the stones and was fascinated to find a carving of five concentric circles
shat through with crossed lines on one of them. He'd never seen that sgn before. He mugt ask someone
what it Sgnified.

At lagt however, hunger drew him away from the interesting circle and he stretched out in the shadow
of one of the stones to eat his bread and cheese. His cheese had gone dl mdty in the heat. To tdl the
truth, after two years of eating mety cheese on patrol, he was beginning to like it, and could see himsdif,
an old man in Miraya, annoying the serfs by asking them to mdt cheese onto his bread. He was lying
there eating and wondering idly how meted cheese could be made without toasting the bread underneeth
when suddenly he fdt something. Something magica. He sat up, his trained senses dert, but he couldn’t
detect what had disturbed him. It had been just a frisson, something too smdl for even the amdlest spell.

He was just stting back down again when suddenly someone stepped out from within the circle just
beside him and let out aydl of exhilaration.

Ezratah started up with a cry. The man, a tdl pae-haired warrior dressed in black, saw him and
jumped back aso.

For a moment the two of them stared a one ancther in shock.



Then the warrior seemed to shrug off his surprise.

“Tel me, gr, which way isit to Olbia?" he asked, in a heavily accented verson of trade talk.
“That way,” said a dazed Ezratah, and pointed back toward the road.

“And how far?’

“About five days walk,” sad Ezratah.

“| thank you, gr,” said the warrior, and took off down the path a afast jog.

Ezratah just sat there ggping after him. Mir's blood, where had the fdlow come from? He looked
around in confusion. By dl that was...

“Wat!” he cried, but the warrior was out of sght and probably out of earshot. Ezratah ran between
the stones, looking everywhere. Where had the man come from? There was no way he could have
entered the cirde without Ezratah’s knowing. He' d dready examined the wall of the hollow. He looked
agan, hoping to find a possible hidden cave, but there was no dgn of anything. As he passed back and
forth between the stones he became aware tha his senses were a jangle. He fdt asif he had whacked his
funy bone, only the feding was dl over his body. At first he thought it was the shock of seeing the man,
but the moment he left the circle, the feding disappeared. Instead he Smply fdt refreshed, as if he had
jumped into a cold pool of water.

How peculiar!

He stepped back between the stones and the jangle came back. He stepped out of the stones and it
was gone. At that moment, there was the scream of a hawk and a bird plunged down from the ar
nearby, grabbed something from the ground and flew off. It took Ezratah a moment to redize that it was
his bread and cheese.

“Hey,” he shouted, throwing a stone usdedy after the dready digtant bird.

He cursed and turned back to the stones, but this time as he stepped between them the jangling was
much less. So much less he was't even sure he redly fdt it. He cursed again and kicked one of the
stonesin annoyance. What on earth had happened here? Now he'd never know. Or...

The one person who could answer his questions was probably dill jogging awvay down the road to
Olbia. The same road Ezratah was going to take. He could probably catch up with him if he hurried and
snce they were going the same way what could be more natura than fdling into conversation? Quickly
Ezratah gathered up his belongings and swung his pack onto his shoulder.

The warrior had moved fast. There was no 9gn of him on the path or on the paved man road that
was now shimmering with heat haze in the midday light. By the time he reached the road Ezratah was
beginning to wonder if this was a good idea. The locad's showed a naive lack of fear for magica strangers,
but Mirayans knew that a magicd stranger could eesily be a death mage or one of hisdaves. Yet Ezratah
fdt sure the warrior himsdf wasn't magicdl. In fact gpart from the strange jangling among the stones,
which was as like magic as water was like wine, he had felt no magic at dl.

So why did he fed so certain magic had taken place? Because it was the mogt logicad explanation?
Maybe there had been another person, some invisble mage... But he would have fdt him.

Oh come on, make up your mind! he scolded himsdf. He's getting away! If you're too scared to
approach him, at least observe him from a distance.

Suddenly resolute, he pulled his army-issue straw hat (an embarrassing ugly peasant sort of a thing)
out of his pack. Jamming it on his head, he set off down the road toward Olbia

He walked as fast as he could. Soon his head began to swim with the hest. He kept tdling himsdf that
the warrior mugt be around the next bend. Nobody could jog far in this heat. But every time he rounded



the next bend there was no sgn of him.

At lagt he threw himsdf down in the shade of a distance marker, took along drink of lukewarm water
from his canteen, ae an orange and took stock.

He was a foal to think he could catch the fdlow. He was probably used to these temperatures.
Although, was the fdlow a native? Natives were dark. Mirayans were the only peoplein Yarmar with far
hair. Although Ezratah had never seen any Mirayan who looked like...

Suddenly he remembered the garrison commander reading out a circular from Duke Wolf. The duke
was interested in any Sghtings of tal, pale-haired natives with high cheekbones and green eyes. Just like
the warrior at the stones! Sweet Mir! The duke would doubtless be in Olbia for the feast of St. Stefan
when Ezratah got there and might be very impressed by a young mage who could give hm some
information on such a netive.

Sweet Mir! He smply must catch up with the fdlow, even if it meant usng magic.

With a theatricd flick of his hand, Ezratah threw away the last segment of his orange and sat down
cross-legged on the ground with his mage's saff across his Iap. In the middle of his chest bedow his
breastbone lay his center of magic. Different people visudized that center as different things. Ezratah saw
it dways as a place of liquid gold. He spoke the words of power, usng ther hard force to drive his will
down-down-down hard into that liquid gold, hitting it like a hammer on an awil so that suddenly under
the pressure of his magic the gold burst forth, flaring up and filling him with power. Magicd power was
innate but the daility to control—his ability to mold that power to his will ill filled him with pleasure. He
rose quickly but with sstiSfying smoothness till he was levitaing haf a man's height off the ground. Then
with a push of his gaff and another spoken word, he launched himsdf off dong the road, gliding, ill
gtting cross-legged, over the ground faster than a man can run.

Yani was traveling fast, usng a scout’s pace, a mixture of jogging and waking.

“He s dill there” said Marigoth, flying & Yani’s sde in the form of a hawk. “He's usng magic to
catch up now.”

“Hre and earth!” exdaimed Yani. “What a pair of foold Letting oursalves be seen like that.”

“Who was to know there would be someone there in such a londy place? And a Mirayan of dl
people!”

“Y ou had no idea where we would come out and you know it.”

“Y ou're the one who went legping out in front of him. At least | stopped and looked. Do you think
we should try and shake him off?’

“l don’'t think we should bother with him. It might just make him more suspicious. Anyway, We ve
done nothing wrong.”

“Humph! The Mirayans have probably made usng the Circles of Power illegd. Let me cdl up a
gorm. That should put him off,” said Marigoth.

“No. Don't try and lose him. Perhaps we should let im catch up.”
“Why? | thought you hated Mirayans.”

“Have you thought that we are going to a Mirayan city and we know dmogt nothing of Mirayans?
How are we gaing to find Elena? We can't speak their language. We don’'t know their customs or the
reason they do whét they do.”

“They're bad people,” sad Marigoth. “It’s perfectly smple”



“Yes, very hdpful,” said Yani sarcagticdly. “It might be wel to speak with a Mirayan and find out
more about them. They are very different from the Archipeagans”

“Like horse manure is different from cheese. You're crazy, Yani. You'll get nothing ussful out of one
of them. | wonder if | could get lightning to strike him.”

“Mai! Leave him, just leave im done! Let me dedl with it. Y ou concentrate on the Tari. Is there any
dgn that they noticed us?’

“None a dl. Probably too busy communing with the pure life spirit of ther holy land to notice us”
sneered Marigoth.

“l hope you're right.”

A few minutes later there was arumble of thunder in the distance.
“Hey! Isthat a storm? Y ou agreed you'd leave the fdlow done.”
“It wasn't me. It's coming up anyway. Don’'t you trust me?’

“Of course, Mai dear. Why ever would | not?’

“Humph!”

* % %

Throughout the afternoon the sky grew dark and heavy, and Yani began to keep her eye out for a
place to shdter. The countryside was not promisng. On this flat plain, the trees and the litle stone
shepherds huts seemed likdy victims for lightning strikes. She was just beginning to wonder if she should
turn off the road into one of the valeys and build hersdf alittle shelter when Mari swooped down beside
her and said, “There' s a settlement up ahead.”

“Greet! | think we should seek a place for the night there. Where is the mage?’

“He caught up a while ago and now he's waking dong just behind the next bend. He seems a bit
wary of you.”

“Maybe we won't have to bother with him after al. No Sgn of the Tari?’
“Not aone. | think we' ve got away with usng thet circle”

The settlement was in a large valey, a strange place with a couple of big stone buildings in the main
street, surrounded by horribly tumbledown little buildings built of wickerwork and mud. Both women had
heard that the Seagani did not build strongly, for they moved their settlements every couple of years so
that the land that they lived on could renew itsdf. These buildings looked a long way past their useful age
and yet people were dearly living in them.

“Perhaps the Mirayans have outlawed moving housel” snorted Marigoth, only haf serioudy. Later
they discovered that that was pretty much what had happened.

It was now quite dark though it was not very late in the day. Despite the sounds of habitation and
lightsin some of the tumbledown+-looking hovels, there was no one much on the paved road. The streets
that led off it were dusty tracks that smelled horribly of manure.

“Erk,” said Marigoth, waking invisbly a Yani’s sde now. “Thisis worse than thet city.”

“Theworst I've seen,” said Yani, who had often witnessed in Dania how disguding Streets got when
too many people lived in one place. It would be even worse after it had rained.

“Look up there,” she said suddenly. “A tavern.”
“You want to drink?” asked Marigoth.
“Taverns have places to deep too,” said Yani. “Though an de wouldn't go astray.”



“You're going to go into aroom full of strangers?’
“Of course. | did it dl thetimein Dania. It's a great way to find out things”
“If you say 0. | think I'll stay hidden, thank you very much.”

For a moment Yani was going to retort that a tavern was no place for a little gil anyway, but she
thought better of it and held her tongue. Redlly she was becoming quite diplomatic these days.

The tavern was a quite substantia-looking wooden building. Insde men were seated at long benches
aong grubby trestle tables, with earthenware jugs and beakers in front of them. Despite the greasy straw
on the floor, the place had a cheery atmosphere. Someone was playing a harp in the corner and severd
men were Snging aong.

The harp fdl dlent the moment Yani came in. Everyone stared, not surprisingly. They had not seen a
Tai here for years. She waked down the room, doing her best to look unconcerned. They mus have
made it into Southern Seagan, for these people wore the facid whorl of the Southern Seagani tattooed on
their cheeks. How would the bad blood between the Southern Seagani and the Tari over the death of the
three mages and the destruction of Olbia affect things? Wdll, too late to worry about that now.

She looked for a place to St. No one spoke to her; dl of the tables were occupied and she fdt
uneasy about joining a group.

Then through an open door a the back she saw alighter room. She passed through into it. This room
was cleaner and there were flagstones on the floor. It did not have as nice an amosphere as the outer
room, but there were only about a dozen men and a couple of empty tables.

Yan went up to the Seagani tavern wench who was leaning drearily in a doorway and asked the price
of amed and adrink.

For amoment the woman amply stared at her. When she findly spoke, her voice was drowned out
by aloud remark from a nearby table about the sudden stench in the room.

Yani looked round. The speaker was a thickset, curly-haired man. His two companions, a tal man
with vacant-looking eyes and a little rat-faced man, were nodding. They were dl saring pointedly at
Yani.

Raven cawed in the back of Yani’s mind. She fdt the brief exhilarating tingle of danger, but it would
be sheer sdf-indulgence to rise to the fdlow’s insults. She should try and keep out of trouble before she
got to Olbia. Elend s freedom was more important than her honor.

“May | have an de, please?’ she asked the wench.

“Ooh,” said histormenter. “ *‘May | have an de, please? Oooh, isT't he nice. Does't he have afine
opinion of himsdf.”

Yani turned in annoyance. “Why are you being so rude? I’ ve done nathing to you.”

The Bullyboy was dightly taken aback by this unusud attack, but he recovered dl too quickly.
“Who do you think you are, native, to come back here and drink with your betters?’

There were agreeing grinsdl round the room.

“Betters?’ asked Yani, genuindy mydtified. She Szed the three up and thought that Ratface was
probably the one to watch. She should... no, she couldn’t resst it.

“Stop being such an arseholel” she said, and turned her back invitingly.
“Uppity shit, well show you!” shouted Bullyboy and sprang at Yani.
Yan spun back around, ducked Bullyboy’s firg blow and landed him a good punch in the gut. But



there were three of them on her and Ratface managed to get in a kick which knocked her off baance and
gave Big One a chance to get hold of her arm and twist it up behind her back.

Leaning back into him, Yani kicked high, catching Ratface in the chin and sending him sprawling. She
drove her free dbow up backward, hard as a hammer, and caught Big One a solid blow to the gut. He
staggered and she twisted out of his grasp and got a good hit on his jaw. He went down.

“Bye-bye, Big One,” sad Yani under her breath as she threw hersdf, fid fird, at Bullyboy.

The two smdler men were dirty fighters. They rained a fury of punches and kicks down on her and
Ratface even hit her on the am. But Yani was dronger than ether of them. A couple of punches
knocked Ratface out, and with a dlever duck and a twist she threw Bullyboy over her back. He landed
winded on the floor.

“Jugt hold it right there!” said a voice behind her.

She svung round. A mage stood in the archway that led back to the front room. Seagani men
crowded close behind him. He seemed to be addressing the men in the room with her, dl of whom had
risen from their seats.

“It was afar fight,” said the mage. “Three againgt one and the stranger has won fairly. | say we leave
it at that. We Mirayans can recognize a gdlant fighter after dl.”

A couple of the Seagani behind him grimaced.

The men in the room sat back down and turned their heads away. A low murmur that might have
been a cheer came up from the Seagani in the doorway.

“That was well fought. Let me buy you adrink,” said the mage.

“Greet!” sad Yani, wiping the swest off her brow. She sat on the chair with the feding of a job wel
done.

The mage sat down with hislong dim legs stretched out and crossed a the ankle and his Saff draped
caaudly across them. The others in the room ignored them pointedly, except for the wench who quickly
pulled an de and brought it over.

“It' s Busynose,” whispered Marigoth, who was suddenly standing unseen at her side. “The one who's
been fallowing us” Yani had thought he looked vagudy familiar.

He was atal man with curling light brown hair and a hawkish face. Definitdy a Mirayan face. Y oung
and not bad looking. His legs were nice, but he had a mage's skinny physique.

“You fought wel,” he said, lifting his cup in atoast. Yani shrugged.

“I'm stronger than | look,” she said. She took a sp from her de and winced dightly when she redized
her lip was cut. But the de tasted good and yeasty.

“Youmud be” sad the mage. “The name's Ezratah.”

“I'm Yani. Thanks for the drink. Do you think these felows were just looking for a fight or did they
have a problem?’

“l believe this room is reserved for Mirayans” said the mage. “Out here in the backwoods, we
Mirayans tend to stick together.”

“Ah” said Yani, suddenly understanding everything. “Then | have had a narrow escape and | should
thank you for more then just the de.”

She looked around the room. Could she have managed nine more of them? Probably—with
Marigoth’'s help. The Seagani in the other room were going back to ther seats with curious backward
looks. Would they have helped her or left her to her fate? They had seemed to support her, but Queen



Sharma had told her that Southern Seagan was now governed by Mirayan lords and a wise man does
not fight againg his lord’s kind.

She looked round at the variety of faces in the room. “Are dl these people Mirayans, then? |
wouldn’'t have picked them dl as such.”

“Mirayd s the Sze of ten Yarmars. We don't dl look the same, though most of us are tdler and fairer
than the natives. Though not you, | see. Where are you from?’

Yan was watching the barkeep and another man easing Bullyboy and Ratface outsde, with an
expertise that showed long practice. The raven’s eyes glittered with satisfaction.

Yani's eyes grinned. I fed a shameful pleasure at teaching those felows not to pick fights with
grangers”

“ Shameful?’
“It iswrong to take pleasurein violence”
“You'reawarrior, aren't you? Violenceis your trade.”

“| suppose 0. | liketo right well and | love to win, but a good warrior should not enjoy violence for
its own sake.”

Chapter 4

On his sde, Ezratah fet a sudden liking for the fellow. He knew he should probably disapprove of his
beating the Mirayans, but his pleasure a winning the fight seemed as innocent as a child’s with a toy. The
natives often had a certain gppeding smplicity about them.

Now, how to bring up the subject of the meeting a the stones?

“You mug be going to fight in the St. Stefan’s day tournament,” he said to open the subject of
traveing.

“Tournament? In Olbia?’

“Yes. Didn't you know? This is an important feast time. The midsummer festivd of light is over and
the harvest fedivd of Stefan, the warrior saint, occurs. Prince Alexus Scarvan hosts a tournament for dl
warriors, ndive and Mirayan. So you are not going to fight in it?’

“Oh yes, if there is a tournament and | may fight init then | shdl certainly do so.”
“So what takes you to Olbiain the firg place?
“To fight in the tournament,” smiled Yani teasingly. “Asyou say, it isthe feast of St. Stefan.”

For a moment Ezratah was a aloss for words. A native had never spoken teasingly to him before. It
was asif thisfdlow believed himsdf equa and something in Ezratah protested this. It took him a moment
or two to regain his balance. In the meantime Yani took over the conversation.

“Areyou going to Olbia too? Is there a tournament for mages?’

“I would have thought you were a mage yourself when | met you earlier,” said Ezratah. If the felow
was going to treat him as an equd there was no need to tiptoe around him, was there?

“Why?" said Yarn with a wide-eyed innocence that Ezratah suspected was sdirical.



“You used magic to get into that stone cirdle”

“Did 1?1 redly wouldn't like to say. They are a Tari secret, the stone circles”
“Tai?' asked Ezratah.

Suddenly the table lurched. The mage' s de toppled into his lap.

“Hre and earth!” swore Yani. “Get away, you beast. It'sadog,” she added quickly.

Ezratah pulled his robe away from his body before the beer could soak coldly through to his skin.
Usng magic, he pulled the liquid off his robe and back into the cup. The unseen dog was wel gone by
the time he had leisure to pay attention to it.

The wench came to the table to replace Ezratah's beer with one that was not full of dust and bits of
clath.

“Lord,” she said softly in Seagani, and Ezratah was surprised to find that she was addressing the Tari.
“Lord, it is not safe for you to stay here tonight. Some of the other guests are angry that you besat their
friends. They are sure to attack you in the night.”

“It' sacrud night to be out on the road. Y ou are certain of this?’
The wench went back to the bar for another two cups of de.

When she returned she said, “When you leave here, turn to the left. There will be one there who will
lead you to a safe place to stay.”

“Why does she cdl you lord?" asked Ezratah when she was gone. “Are you one?’

“No,” sad Yani. “But her people have great respect for mine”

“Your people? The Tari? And why isthat?

“I’ve never been much on history,” shrugged Y ani.

“Fascinding,” said Ezratah sarcagticdly. “So no one ever explained to you why they respect you?’

“If you ask them, perhaps they will tdl you,” replied Yani blandly. She lifted up her cup and drained it
inone gulp.

“Ahhl” she said with aggh of satisfaction. “Wedl now. | think it istime to go. The wench is nodding at
me” She stopped and looked at Ezratah for a moment as if consdering something. Then she said,
“Tdl me, how will the other Mirayans take your didoyaty? Y ou are welcome to come with me if you
wigh”

Ezratah thought he would probably be safe enough in a backward place like this. He was unlikdy to
megt anyone with comparable magicd powers. But he had no wish to lose track of the Tari, so he
accepted the invitation.

As they waked through the bar, there was a low cheer of approval. Severd people put out their
hands and the Tari shook them dl and muttered some words. At the door Yani turned, touched the posts
and to Ezratah’' s astonishment, said, “May the Circle of Life enfold and bless this house and everybody in
it”

There were nods and smiles dl around.

It was raining heavily outside. Yani and Ezratah pulled their cloaks round them as the cold drops hit
them in the face. As they moved away from the door of the tavern, a figure dipped forward, took the
Tai’s am and led them down the street and Ieft into a ginking muddy little lane. Soon they found
themsdlves on the outskirts of the settlement, moving very ungeadily down a dippery path that led
through a grove of trees.



A sacred grove, thought Ezratah with a tingle of excitement, before he remembered that such things
no longer existed here in Southern Seagan now the rdigious edicts had been passed. The high chief,
Prince Alexus Scarvan, had outlawed dl the sacred groves in Southern Seagan and the shamans who
served inthem. A little voice a the back of hismind began to accuse him of being an idiot. Here he was
aone and unprotected among people who were not his own kind and who had dl sorts of strange beliefs.
He had heard stories of humen sacrifice in the sacred groves.

He told the voice to shut up. Nothing interesting ever happened to people who lisened to such
cowardly little voices. He was a Mirayan. They would not dare harm him. And those human sacrifice
dories were dmog certainly exaggerated.

Bent forward into the pouring rain, they passed through more trees and by a rickety-looking
hummock that was probably a Seagani bothy. Then another bigger building loomed aheed; its door
opened and beyond it was candldight. It was a barn. More subgstantid than many Seagani buildings
and—Thank Mirl—weatherproof. Ezratah took off his cloak and shook it out. The place was lit by a
lantern resting on alittle table. There was a man with long curling native-style har gtting on a low bench
nearby. His face registered shock when he saw the two of them. Ezraiah could not tdl if it was he or
Y ard the man was shocked by, but the man's expression changed quickly, to one of bland cam. He had
ahard, clever face. Ezratah thought he looked utterly untrustworthy.

Ther guide, meantime, turned out to be a heavily pregnant woman. She turned to Yani and sad,
“Lord, do you wish for food?’

“Thank you, but | have my own food. | would not place a burden on this family.”

“It isno burden, lord. We often have extrafor guests and it would be an honor to serve you,” said the
young woman. Then she turned and saw that Ezratah was Mirayan and dismay showed on her face.

“There are no beds for natives a the inn so my father rents space here” she said defensvdy in trade
tak.

“Do not fear,” said Yani in Seagani. “He aided me againg the others and has aso offended them.”

The girl nodded and went away, though she shot a suspicious glance a Ezratah as she went. Ezratah
wondered if he should keep pretending that he didn't speak Seagani. He had a feding he had dready
revealed himsdf.

Yani turned to the man at the table and introduced hersdf and Ezratah.

“l am Duprey of the Horse Seagani. It is an honor to make your acquaintance,” replied the man. He
stood up and came forward. He had a very bad limp. He was wearing naive garb, induding the boiled
leather tunic that counted for armor among them. His face, however, was not marked by tattoos or tribd
marks and he was cleanshaven. He wore his dark curly hair shorter than most natives and he was tdler
too.

“Half-breed,” thought Ezratah distagtefully, for the mongrd mixing of Mirayan and native bloodlines
resulted in weeklings and sycophants.

That would probably explain the limp too. Though he might have got it in bettle, it was the Mirayan
practice to cripple convicted thievesin just such away.

“It isunusud to see one of the Tari,” said Duprey. “I must count it lucky.”

“l thank you,” said Yani, sheking the man's outstretched hand. Duprey hdd the Tari’s hand for a
moment longer than necessary, looking at her face dmogt asiif he recognized her.

Was this Yani some kind of religious leader? When the girl came back with the food, she brought two
other women, her middle-aged mother and a thirteen-year-old girl. They asked her to bless them, which
she did, saying,



“May the Circle of Life enfold and bless you.”

She even blessed the woman's unborn child, putting her hand on her swdling bdly to do so. Though
Ezratah thought he had become used to the easy intimacy between native men and women, he could not
help being shocked to see how readily the woman let a strange man touch her belly. She seemed to trust
the Tari as completdy as a child trugs its father. He must be some kind of religious leader. Snigter!

“Hewill be afineson,” said Yani in Seagani. “Be firm but kind with him and he will be your joy and
support for many years.”
“How do you know itisason?’ asked Ezratah after the women had left. “Or did you just guess?’

Yani looked surprised.
“This close to its birth, you can fed the child's sex iniitslife spirit. A strong, hedthy child.”
“Life sirit?’ asked Ezratah.

“Yes, the soirit that flows through everything living and norHiving. It binds the world together. Surdly
you Mirayans must know about life spirit? Even those Archi-pelagans who believe in other gods know its

drength.”
Ezratah was taken aback. “All life comes from Mir.”
“Is he one of your gods?’
“Mir isthe only God. The one true God.”
“But what about this Kerum I’ ve heard talk of 7’
“Kerum was his messenger. His son. The priests say heis not separate from Mir but part of him.”

Ezratah was not sure he should discuss such an inflammatory subject as reigion among so many
drange folk. He sought to change the subject. “In truth if you want to know the way our rdigion works,
you should speak with a priest. | an amage and no expert on rdigion.”

For some reason this seemed to astonish Y ani. The native man obvioudy understood why, for he shot
Ezratah an impertinent, cynica look before returning to slently eating his soup.

Ezratah thought again. There would probably be no harm in trying to find out what the netive believed.
Native supersitions were fascinaing and often myths hid an dement of fact.

“So thislife spirit, does it have aname?’ he asked.

“No, of course not,” said Yani. “It's not a person. Though it is conscious in a particular way of its
own. Occasondly it does take on human shape to tak to us”

“Soit'sagod?’ asked Ezratah.

Yani frowned a him.

“I believe the life spirit isa kind of god,” said Duprey, looking wamningly at Yani. The man obvioudy
took Ezratah for a priest, who would be outraged by tak of spirits.

“Butitisn't,” sad Yani, ignoring Duprey’s hint. “ Surdly a god would be a separate being from us. The
lifesairit is part of usdl. And | fed it—we Tari fed it dways as part of us, making us one with the whole

world. When | die the life spirit that animates me will return to the great Circdle of Life and become part
the life which animates the world. | shdl live again in the life spirit of others who are born after.”

“We Seagani ds0 bdieve in the life spirit and we bdieve the Tari to have a pecid closeness to the
elements of the universe and the Circle of Life” said Duprey. “It isardigious duty to trest them with care
and respect.”

“| see” sad Ezratah. “Arethe Tari gods, then?’ He could imagine what the priests would make of 4l



this strange talk.

“No-no,” said Duprey quickly. “Just human. But they seek to promote harmony in the world and that
isavauable thing.”

“Harmony?’ asked Ezratah, looking questioningly at Yani. Some kind of ritua no doulbt.

“When the world isin harmony there is balance and the life spirit can be fdt most eeslly,” sad Yani.
“All the actions of a Tari’ s life should show this concern for harmony.”

It dl sounded very cold and intellectud. “What did ignorant people like peasants pray to when they
needed consolation with their lot?” Ezratah asked.

“We dl commune with the life spirit,” Yani replied. “Withdraw from the world and ligen to it.”

“But isit not true, there is a place in Ermora where a person can experience being part of the great
Circde of Lifewhile dill being dive” asked Duprey curioudy. “I have heard that there the voice of degtiny
speaks to the Tari.”

“Itis cdled the Spirit Cave,” said Yani carefully. “And it exigs because the dements that make up the
life spirit are strongest—are mogt in baance in Ermora. Here your outer sdf becomes invisble and you
become only life spirit.”

“Ah,” said Ezratah. Now he fdt himsdf to be on more solid ground. They did have sacred places and
gods, just like any other native religion.

“So tdl me, Highness” said Duprey, suddenly speeking directly to Ezratah. “Are you going to Olbia
for the Feast of St. Stefan?’

“l am,” sad Ezratah.
“Soaml.”

“Will you fight there?’ said Ezratah in a tone cool enough to discourage the fdlow from being too
familiar. This Yani was bad enough.

Duprey amiled. “No. | an somewhat limited in my fighting. But my cousin will fight at St. Stefan’s. Do
you aso go to St. Stefan, lord? And will you fight there?’

“Very probably. But | am going to Olbiain search of my sster Elena. She was wife to Eldene Mori
and taken prisoner at Fleurforet. Perhaps you have heard of her? There is a child too, caled Alyx.”

The hair stood up on the back of Ezratah's neck. He suddenly wished he had never come here with
this Yani. The fdlow had cause to hate Mirayansif he had some dliance with those pedtilentia Mori.

“The Mirayans hold one of your people captivel” cried Duprey increduloudy. He shot a look at
Ezratah. “I'm surprised to see you traveing with a Mirayan if that's s0.”

“He stood up for me againg his own countrymen,” said Yard. “So mage, you don't persondly have
my sster captive, do you?’

“No. Of course not,” said Ezratah, flustered.
“You see” sad Yani. “There s no reason | should not be harmonious with this particular Mirayan.”
“You should ask himif hewas...” began Duprey.

“And | wasn't & Fleurforet either,” snapped Ezratah. “The Mori were meking raids on Duke Wolf's
land and after warning them, he attacked them. He cannot be blamed for such a response after such
provocation.”

“l see,” sad Yani coally. “But did the duke not take land from the Mori in the firg place?’
“They weren't udng it,” protested Ezratah. “They were letting it grow wild, meking a refuge for wild



beasts and outlaws that preyed on hislands”

“Jud because the Mori do not use the land as the Mi-rayans do is no reason to bdieve they are not
udngit at al,” sad Yani gently. “The Mori are hunters, not farmers. A wild forest islike afarm to them.”

Ezratah stared a Yani. What a ridiculous remark! Civilization and human progress required
settlement. His sense of survival warned him not to bring out these remarks. He could be in danger here.

Fortunately Duprey changed the subject. He had some uses. “Will you fight for your sster a St
Stefan's, then?

“Can |?" asked Yani, surprised.

“The winner of St. Stefan’s tournament may ask for one war captive to be released. Uaudly it is a
Mirayan who wins, but if a native fighter makes a good showing, High Chief Scarvan is generous and
dlowshim to ask for one too. After dl, we have so many of our people in captivity.”

“What a drange custom,” said Yani. “1 had thought to Smply ask for aransom.”

Duprey shook his head. “The Mirayans don’t do ransom except between themsdves. Sometimes you
can buy people back but it depends on the owner. They are vauable, our women, with their goinning and
weaving. Scarvan and his merchant friends have got very rich importing woollen cloth to Miraya in the
last few years.”

A dander on our good prince—to imply that a nobleman would dirty his hands with trade, thought
Ezratah.

“| thought the Tari no longer left Ermora,” continued Duprey. “But now here you are and you tdl me
your Sster was married to Eldene Mori. Was it an dliance?

“The Tai have little interest in the outsde world. But | enjoy traveling and fighting, and my sster
loved Eldene Mori. That isal.”

Duprey looked asif he would have liked to ask more but did not.

So Ezratah did. “1s Ermora your land? I’ ve never heard of it. Where isit? And why do the Tari never
leave it?

“Ermora is the holy source of the Tari,” said Yani. “It is a land where harmony dwdls and the life
spirit wells to the surface of the world. Magic isin the very ar. Why would the Tari ever wish to leave
such a place?’

“You are too generous, Lord Yani,” said Duprey. He turned to Ezratah. “Once the Tari used to roam
among us. They are mighty healers and mages and wherever they went, they sought to bring harmony and
peace. Tha was a Golden Age. Then a Seagani king—Southern Seagani, not one of we Horse
Seagani—entrapped three of them and gave them to a death mage to feed to his demons. After that the
Tani turned ther backs on us and never again came among us. There is great regret among the people for
thet especidly...” He shot a quick, careful look a Ezratah. He obvioudy meant a dur againg Mirayans
and he dared not go on. Instead he turned to Yani and said, “It was twenty-four years ago and those
responsible for the wrong are dl dead now.”

“It isnot my decison to make,” said Yani uncomfortably.
“What exactly happened?’ asked Ezratah.

“Twenty-four years ago, when the Mirayan deeth mage Asgor was laying waste to the Seagani lands
around Olbia, my people sent three mages to combat him,” said Y ani.

“Thred!” cried Ezratah increduloudy. What aridiculoudy smdl number!
“Y es, they wanted to be sure he was defegted,” said Yani, misundersanding his exclamation. “It has



adways been our duty to the Circle of Life to fight such death magic. But the ruler of tha region,
Gorice...”

“May his name be cursed for dl eternity,” said Duprey.

“... was secretly in colluson with the death mage. He took the three captives and turned them over to
Asgor, who fed them to his demons. This gave him great power. There is no worse fae for the Tari than
to become demon fodder. They are truly destroyed for ther essence cannot return to the great Circle of
Life to become part of the world again. One of the mages was my father, Garroway.”

“So it was your grandmother Mathinnawho defeated Asgor!” cried Duprey.
“You know your history.”

“How could a sngle woman defeat a death mage?’ cried Ezratah in astonishment. How could these
men even act like they believed such outrageous nonsense.

“What?" cried Yani.

“Highness, we are taking of Tari mages,” explained Duprey. “And they are a people of such mighty
megic that they defeat death mages and even demonsin asngle combat. As one who was there said,

As Olbia exhausted lay

beneath the horror of that act

The world cracked open

And a Tari queen came walking

tall and calm,

To wrench the world back into joint
with a single flicker of her eye.

“Hnewords,” sad Yani admiringly.
“l wish | had been there to see your grandmother come down thet hill,” said Duprey.

“The words you speak are admiring, yet surdy there mugt be some ill feding over what happened

“What did happen next?’ asked Ezratah.

“Some Tari, not Yani’s grandmother, made the Tower of Olbiafdl into the sea,” said Duprey. “There
islittle ill feding about that. After dl Gorice was giving over his own people to fud Asgor's spels and
they were glad to seehim dead. The red disaster happened after that.”

“Hold your tongue you cheeky fdlow!” snapped Ezratah. “The countryside was in chaos when Prince
Alexus Scarvan arrived. There were blood beasts and other death servants roaming the land, and no
organization to speak of. Theat is why they offered him the crown. We Mirayans brought peace and the
Seagani should be damned grateful ”

A flash of anger appeared in Duprey’s eyes.

“I meant only to refer to the disappearance of the Tari,” he said coally. “You speak as one who has a
quilty heart.”

The two men glared a each other.

“Good men, let us not have hard words,” said Yani quickly. “These matters are long past now.”



It was on the tip of Ezratah's tongue to tdl the fdlow to shut up and moreover to dispute this
ridiculous story about Y ani’s grandmother killing a desth mage single-handedly. But he was outnumbered
here and far from help. He had been afodl to ever come.

“Will you tdl me more about this tournament of St. Stefan?’ asked Yani peaceably.

“I think | will deep now,” said Ezratah shortly. He was too annoyed to pander to this arrogant fellow
any longer. He retired to a corner of the hayloft, which he warded very thoroughly againg enemies before
he went to deep. He lay awake for atime ligening to Yani and Duprey taking, but they were not saying
anything nasty about Mirayans. The Seagani had traveled much on the peninsula (for nefarious purposes
no doubt) and had many sprightly taes to tell, some of them as improbable as the tde of a Sngle mage (a
woman mage no less) overcoming a demonmeaster.

Chapter 5

Thefollowing moring Yani arose a fird light and went outside to say the Morning Chant. She knelt
fadng Ermora, as she had every morning and evening of her life. It had aways struck her as ironic to face
it when she could remember nothing of her life-there, for she had been but a babe in ams when her
grandmother had taken them away. Yet dl her life she had fdt a part of the Circle of Life and honoring it
seemed unquestionably right.

The Morning Chant was a prayer to the life pirit and a promise to respect its baance in the day to
come. As she prayed to each dement, she drew the five circles representing the five dements on the
ground. Fire, water, earth, ar and, endirding the other four, the separate but uniting dement of life Then
she drew crossed lines through them to symbalize their connection. As she prayed she opened hersdf to
the dements and fdt them flowing through her as they dways did—a great interconnected skein of being,
wam and peaceful like liguid sunlight and at the same time strong, surging and urgent like the flow of a
river or the roar of flame.

She wondered how long she would be able to maintain the useful illuson that she was a proper Tan,
not the grandchild of an outcast. She hoped that they would find Elena safe and wel and rescue her.
These thoughts she bound up in her prayers so that her wishes might be given shape by the eements of
the Circle and be made into destiny.

Prayers finished, she sat back on her hedls savoring the peace of it dl and wondering where Marigoth
was. She hoped she had found somewhere warm to spend the night. It had gone to Yani’'s heart not to
ask for an extra bowl of hot soup for her, but she had been unwilling to do o in front of the Mirayan.
She looked around now to seeif Marigoth was about and saw instead Duprey standing nearby, watching
her.

His dark-eyed gaze made Y ani’ s spine tingle with excitement. Duprey drew her. He was well-looking
with hislean, hard body and face. She liked alivdy man who could tdl good stories. But there was more
than that. He was myserious, part of him hdd back, watching and secretive. She did not find him
threstening, but she was certain he could be dangerousif pushed. Though he limped badly, she suspected
he could give a good account of himsdf in afight. Not just in a fight... she fdt a certain longing... to fed
his hard brown hands smoothing across her bare skin. The sexud opportunities open to her as queen’s
champion had been congderable—from the roya masseurs who had offered her “extra’ services to
energetic fdlow officers and adventurous townsmen who enjoyed “grappling” with a strong woman. Y ou
have become spailt, she had told hersdlf last night as she lay on her pile of straw, regretting that she was



playing the man. A few weeks of celibacy won't hurt you.

“Good morning,” said Duprey. “Is your worship now over? Arlette has brought us some bread and
cheese”

“Yes, | have finished,” she said. “Please. Sit down.” She spread out the cloak she was kneding on.
He sat down beside her, passed her some bread and cheese.

“Is Ezratah... 7’
“The Mirayan dill degps” said the Seagani. “Will you be continuing to trave with him?’
“I'm not sure,” she said. She amiled. “Heis not a very harmonious fdlow, is he?’

“Itis odd to see one of the Guardians traveing with one of the Gibadgee,” said Duprey. His face was
difficult to read. Yani found this tantdizing.

“The Gibadgee? Seagani for rubbish, ign't it? | am tempted to leave without him, but a Mirayan
companion might be useful. Last night | started trouble without meaning to. I'd prefer to intend any
trouble | start.”

Duprey’s face lightened. “Slill you redly cut those men's harvest. But I’ ve seen you fight before. In
Dania”

“Ohl” said Yani. For a moment she was taken aback, then threw back her head and laughed. He
knew who she was dfter dl. The idea filled her with the same admiration and excitement as skilled
swordplay.

Duprey smiled wryly.

“Did you think you had fooled me? Y ou might have, but | had the advantage of recognizing you. You
are amighty fighter. It was that fight with Becktalan the Ogian.”

“Ahyed What afight that was. We were wel matched thet day.”

She amiled, remembering the smdl of dust and sweat and the roar of the crowd when she had won.

“It was a poetry of swords and movement. For dl your strength, you fight with a woman’s grace.”

“Hatterer!” grinned Yani. An idea struck her. “But if my sex is so obvious perhaps | should not try to
ape the man. This padding and binding—hot gear for summer.”

“No, no,” cried Duprey. “You are very wise to pretend to be aman around the Mirayans. They have
a vey troublesome view of women. They would not let you fight & St. Stefan’s for a start. It is a
blagphemy for a woman to be on the fidd.”

“Blagphemy? Is St. Stefans a rdigious fedivd, then? Yes. He is the specid holy men for soldiers.
Lord, er, Lady Yani, | think you must be very careful not to let Mirayans know your sex. They are not to
be trusted with native women.”

Yani’'s attraction to Duprey suddenly vanished. She had agreed with this masquerade as much to
prevent this kind of protective interference as to avoid the atentions of attackers.

“l can look after mysdf,” she said.

“l do not doubt it” sad Duprey serioudy. “But agang a mage? Be careful. Mirayans regard
peninsulawomen as progtitutes because they go around fredy with their hair uncovered. Though a decent
men would dill at least give awhore her fee. Great Stdlion knows what they will think of one who goes
around dressed as aman.”

This conversation was turning deazy and irritating. Did this fdlow think she was hopeless? And were
his motives so pure? In her experience, Mirayans were not the only people who got strange ideas about a



woman who fought.
“Perhaps you should travel with us and protect me” said she cynicaly.
“I mugt wait here for friends. But you are welcome...” He caught the look in Yani’s eye and flushed.

“Forgiveme” he said coldly. “It was an honestly meant warning.” He stood up and turned to leave.
Yani sorang up from her place, indantly regretting her words.

“I have been rude” she said.
“Not at dl,” he replied iffly.

“l can take care of mysdf,” sad Yani. “But it was very good of you to warn me and | shdl take
proper heed.”

“You would be wise to,” he said shortly. “For mysdf, | will keep your secret. I've no wish to further
offend a Guardian.”

He went back into the barn. Yani fdt bad and she made to follow him, wondering what she could say
to smooth things over. She was interrupted by Marigoth, who came rushing out with Yani’s pack on her
back.

“The Mirayan is awake,” she hissed. “Quick, let's get going.”

Perhaps they would be wise to ditch this Mirayan and if o, this was the opportunity. With a look of
regret Yani shouldered her pack. She didiked being on bad terms with people especidly if it was her
fault, but it was a supid womanish trait to care what people thought, and anyway the deed was done
now and did not look easy to undo.

Shortly before this Ezratah had awoken in the loft. He had passed a disturbed night and, in the way of
such things, had then fdlen heavily adegp the moment dawn had broken. As he opened his eyes he saw a
litle girl knedling by his pack, tracing the runes on his mage's gaff with one dender finger. It was moment
or two before he was awake enough to redize that this child was interfering with his things.

“Hey!” he cried stting up. The girl leapt to her feet, shot a cheeky grin at im and swung down the loft
ladder before he was even out of his blanket. He made it to the edge of the loft just in time to see a
dender laughing figure dip through the doorway. He snorted. Cheeky kid. He took a drink from his
water bottle and pulled on his jacket. Why hadn't the wardings warned him she was there? Probably
because she wasn't an enemy. It was too early in the morning to wrestle with such questions.

“There is food here” said a voice. The native man, Duprey, had come limping in the doorway. He
pointed to a plate of bread and cheese stting on the table.

“Thank you,” said Ezratah. He climbed dowly down the ladder, sat down at the table, took some
bread and cheese and poured himsdf a cup of the remarkably fine-tasting de the Seagani dways seemed
to make. The man went over to the animd ddls and started grooming a little native horse that stood
there. The two of them talked in a desultory way about the weather and other such morning things. The
native was quite polite and friendly this morning. Perhaps he had learnt a lesson last night. Outside he
could see a middle-aged Seagani woman throwing scraps to hens.

“Where's Yani?' he asked Duprey.

“Out front praying, Highness.”

Not athing to interrupt, thought Ezratah deepily. He was happy to st and est.

“So tdl me about the Tari,” he asked. “Where isthis holy land of theirs?’

“Ermora is in a range of mountains at the top of the peninsula My people cdl them the Gen
mountains. They are very steep and heavily forested. Very few outsiders have ever been there, but | was



once a a border town there. A place cdled Penterong, where they run a heding hospice. They are
meders of such gentle arts, a loving people who have showed me much kindness—though they are
powerful and should aways be treated with respect.”

“If they are so powerful why do they not rule?” said Ezratah.
“Itisnot their way,” said Duprey.

“Itiseveryone sway,” sad Ezratah.

Duprey shrugged. “Then | do not know the answer, Highness”
“How isit | have never heard of these people before?’

“If you will forgive me saying so, Highness, there is much about Yarmar and the rest of the
Archipelago the Mirayans do not yet know,” said the fellow, impertinent as usud. “Your people live on
the coast and have bardy brushed the surface of thisland.”

“I find it hard to believe we would have missed such powerful mages. Why... ?’

A scream rang out outside and there was shouting. Ezratah sprang from his seat and ran to the door,
Duprey close behind him.

Outside a group of armed men seemed to be holding the farm family captive. Ezratah caled attack
megic to mind, but even as he did so amean riding a horse and flanked by two huge ydlow mediiffs came
around the gde of the farmhouse. He was Mirayan, as were most of the men surrounding the farm family;
probably the locd lord and his henchmen.

The man on the horse did not see Ezratah in the shadow of the barn. He was a thickset older man
with graying hair, a hard, scarred face and a hawklike nose. He leaned on the pommd of his saddle and
sad conversationdly, “ So, Marren, | hear you had avistor last night.”

“He's gone” sad the farmer through clenched teeth. Two of the henchmen had his ams twisted
panfully behind his back.

“l don't think it’s very nice of you to give ad to a fdlow who beats up my men. And | don't think it's
nice of you to hide him now. Where is he?’

“l don't know,” said the farmer. He yelped as the henchmen tightened their grip on hisarm.

“Marren, I'm afar man but | don’t tolerate didoydty. You disappoint me. Perhaps your womenfolk
might be a bit more sensble. You want to tdl us where the tdl fan-freak is, girlie” he said to the young
g of about thirteen.

“I will never betray one of the Guardians,” said the girl, white-faced but determined.

“Oh, impertinent words, little one. Let's see if you are so brave when my men have finished with
you.” He nodded at the men and two of them closed in on her, grinning.

The other Seagani cried out as the two men saized the druggling girl. Duprey tensed and moved
forward. Ezratah fdt a chill go through him. Even native women deserved to be treated with the
gentleness due ther sex. A real man protected women. “ Stop! They are tdling the truth,” he cried.

Everybody froze. An unexpected mage usudly had that effect. The horseman was 4ill leening on his
saddle as he looked a him. Not amean to be easily scared.

“Hold!” he ordered the men. “And who are you, mage?’ he cdled to Ezratah.

One of the henchmen, a man whom Ezratah thought he recognized from the right the night before, said
something in alow voice to the horseman.

“| am Ezratah Karanus. Late of Duke Wolf Madraga s Mage Regiment.”



“Karanus,” said the horseman. “A good Mirayan name and along way from home. How isit such an
honorable name involves himsdf with tavern scum?’

| might ask the same of you, thought Ezratah. But since it was dways best to get across rough ground
easly, he switched into High Mirayan, which none of the netives here were likdy to understand and said,
“If you are referring to the tdl fair man, he besat three of your men single-handedly in a farr fight. All 1 did
was prevent the fight from becoming ten againg one. | thought he acquitted himsdf very honorably for a
native. Though it pains me to say it, more honorably than the Mirayans. And he made no moves to
provoke further trouble.”

“l see” sad the horseman. From the annoyance in his tone, he had not been told the whole truth. Not
that it would probably have mattered. Mirayans had to stick together in a Stuaion like this. “So where is
thisfdlow now?’ he asked.

“l think he went off very early this morning,” said Ezratah, suddenly redlizing that this was probably
the truth. He cast adirty look a Duprey, who had obvioudy been digtracting him. Duprey was looking at
the ground.

“l don't know what direction he took, but he told me he was heading for the Horse Seagani lands in
the north,” continued Ezratah.

“Isthis 307" sad the horseman to the farmer.

“Itis lord,” sad the farmer’s wife. “Sir, | beg you. Believe us. | saw the fdlow leaving over that hill
there this morning, when | got up. And not aword of thanks for our hospitdity.” She threw hersdf on her
knees and held up her folded hands. “Please, Highness, don't harm my child. She's young and stupid.
She doesn’'t know her place.”

“You should school your children better, Marren,” said the horseman, averting his eyes from this
forward woman. “Or get her a husband who will beat some sense into her. | don’'t harm the children of
loyd servants. But take care | don't learn otherwise. Stay there,” he told his men curtly. He walked the
horse over the farmyard to where Ezratah stood. As he came up, he caught Sght of Duprey in the
shadow of the barn.

“Who are you?’

“Duprey, Highness. Of the Horse Seagani. On my way to St. Stefan’s.”

“Get over there with the other natives” said the horseman.

He leaned on his pommd and looked down at Ezratah.

“l hope you're not some kind of native-lover,” he said.

“These people gave me good hospitdity last night,” said Ezratah. “And they are tdling the truth.”

“Native-lovers make no friendsin these parts,” said the horseman. He looked briefly over a his men
and Sghed.

“So, Karanus, what are you doing round here?’

“I'm going to Olbiafor St. Stefan's. | fdl in with the pae fdlow, Yani, on the road yesterday. | must
admit, gr, to a specid interest in him. My liege, Duke Wolf, has expressed consderable interest in
medting one of these pale people. A tribe cdled Tari.”

“That s0?7" said the horseman curioudy. “Any money in it?”

“A duke's gratitude might mean that,” said Ezratah. “However, now that he's gone, I'll have nathing
to give but informetion.”

“You don’'t seem too worried about it.”



“l have hopes of a good pogtion in Olbia” sad Ezratah. “1 cannot jeopardize it chasng the mere
chance of areward.”

“l see” sad the horseman coolly. He stared at Ezratah for a moment. He looked and spoke like a
lowborn thug and probably was. That was the problem with a new country like this. Still he was no fool
and was obvioudy not about to go running round the countryside after some phantom Ezratah had set
him onto. Ezratah fdt a sudden respect for him. It could not be easy bringing a new country under
control.

“Then | will bid you good day,” he said to Ezratah. “I will not prevent your journey any longer. But if
you will pardon the advice, don't trust the natives round here too much. I'm surprised they didn't cut
your throat last night.”

There seemed nathing for Ezratah to do but thank the man, go into the barn and pack up his things
He did so quickly. Before leaving the building he cast his eyes around the place where Yani had dept and
was very pleased to find a couple of fair hairs caught on a splinter in one of the posts.

“You won't dude me for long, smart fdlow,” he said to himsdf as he wrapped the har in the piece of
white linen he kept in his mage' s pouch for just such purposes.

As he came back out of the door, the horseman who had been waiting for him to emerge turned his
horse back to the group of natives and henchmen.

“Since this noble Mirayan has backed you up, I'll believe you thistime, Marren,” he said. “But | don't
want to catch you shdtering any more traveling natives like this so I’'m going to leave you a reminder.
Burn down the barn,” he told the henchmen. The farmer protested hafheartedly. He knew he was getting
off lightly. His wife was busy picking ther weeping daughter off the ground and leading her into the
house. The other three natives, Duprey, Marren, and his pregnant daughter Arlette, scrambled to get the
animds out of the barn.

It seemed a far lesson. Ezratah knew full wel that the farmer was lying about Yani’s direction,
because he had backed up Ezratah’s lies Somehow the barn burning diminished his unease about
undermining a fdlow Mirayan. Now he was free to gain his advantage from the Tari. And he would too,
the minute he caught up with him.

Chapter 6

Using the hair and a seeing spell cast on the top of the water in a horse trough, Ezratah located Yani
easly. He was wdl within range, but it was dill amazing just how far the Tari had managed to travel. He
was quite a physica specimen.

The Tai warrior had left the man road and seemed to be taking a series of country tracks that led
dightly more directly to Olbia—a good way to avoid pursuit. The countryside became more hilly and
trees often shaded the road. Waking as hard as he could and flying a sensble intervas Ezratah managed
to catch up with him by midday. Agan he did not join the Tari immediatdy but followed a short distance
behind him, dropping back whenever the curve in the track or a hill brought him actudly into view. He
was hdf afraid of Yani, and yet a the same time it could be dangerous for m as a Mirayan to camp
doneinthis poorly settled mogly Seagani area. He was 4ill pondering this question when he rounded a
corner justintime to see Yani draw his sword as four armed men rushed him.

Ezratah dashed forward to help. The Tari had dready thrown back two of his assailants with a sngle



mighty sweep of his sword. He ducked a third and parried the fourth. The firg two men had fdlen
backward and now judt lay there. That must have been some blow, thought Ezratah as he stopped to
watch Yani fight. With afew neat quick strokes of his sword, Yani badly wounded a third attacker in his
sword arm. The other dropped his sword and ran for it only to trip up and fdl on his face. When Ezratah
reached him, he too was unconscious.

The attackers were Mirayan. They were probably escaped safs, for they looked too wild to be any
lord’ s henchmen. Who ese would be attacking people this far away from the main road?

He turned back to Yani who was tying the wounded on€'s hands behind his back. Yani
acknowledged Ezratah with a nod of her head and handed him a piece of cloth. “Here. You want to hed
this man’s wound? | don’t want him bleeding to death before some kind of authority finds him.”

“You redly lad them waste!” said Ezratah admiringly.

Yan shrugged. “They weren't very good. Used to preying on farmers, | guess | haven't made
another migtake, have 1? Thisis not some kind of officid thing. | mean they are dl Mirayans”

“No, no! I'd say they were outlaws” He kndt down and looked at the man's wound. He was an
ill-favored fdlow with native-style beard and hair, and an old scar down his face that had ruined his left
eye.

“Then | guess I'll leave them tied up and report them at the next settlement. Can't leave them here
attacking people like this”

Yani stood up. “You know, I've been in your part of Seagan two days now and I’ve been in two
fights Isthiswhat your people cdl law and order?’

“Are you blaming us for banditry?’ cried Ezratah. “Everyone has bandits.”

Yan shrugged and went and tied up the other three men. Unconscious dl of them. The fair-haired
warrior had the devil’s own luck.

Withill grace, Ezratah wasted good magic sanching the fdlow’s wound. He would probably be hung
for his crimes.

His temper wasn't improved by the man saying to him with a serf’s didect, “ ‘Ere mate, you an't
gonnalet some native do thisto us, ar’ yer?’

“Do you think I'm going to bother mysdf heping bandits and escaped sarfs?” said Ezratah roundly,
dthough it hurt his pride to see his countrymen in the wrong. “Just be grateful you're getting healed,
worthless one.”

The sense of humiliation lasted till the next village. The bandits had been troubling the area for some
time and the Seagani villagers made much of both Ezratah and Yani. Yani did not enlighten them as to
how amdl Ezratah's part in the business had been, which made Ezratah fed patronized but at the same
time glad that he had at least saved Mirayan prestige with the local Seagani. It was scandaous that these
fdlows had been operating for so long, but the village was a amdl, dilapidated place with no Sgn of much
Mirayan authority.

The Seagani offered them hogpitdity for the night, but Y ani wanted to press on. She was in a hurry to
make Ol-bia. Ezratah decided to go with him, determined not to give Yani a chance to disappear. He
was going to gtick to the fdlow like a burr to sheepskin and win some honor from a grateful duke.

But was Ezratah wise to be traveing with Yani?

They waked on for a couple of hours, until dark, then stopped near an empty shepherd’s lean-to. It
was alondy place, but somehow Ezratah trusted the Tari not to harm him. He warded his blankets and
lay down to deep quite eesly.



Then later that night he woke suddenly and heard Yani taking.

At fird he lay there, despily thinking the fdlow was saying one of his prayers. Then with a sudden,
horrible tingling down the back of his spine, he redized that he was hearing not one voice but two. Both
the voices were speaking Softly, but the timbre of the second was definitely different.

Horrible thoughts of being attacked filled him and the blood in his veins fdt as if it was ice. After a
moment of panic he got a grip on himsdf and brought his defensve pdls to mind. Then he fdt better and
was even pleasad he had not given himsdf away by moving. If they thought he was gill adeep, it would
give him the advantage.

S0 he lay there ligening for aty movement in his direction and draning to hear this chilling
conversation behind him. Try as he might, he could not make out what was being said and he dared not
use magic for fear of giving himsdf away. With his back to the speakers he saw nothing even though it
was a bright moonlit night.

Fndly the voices stopped. He tensed again, ready to fight, but nothing happened. Was it his
imagination or did he hear footsteps crunching away on the dry summer grass? After a few moments he
sat up and looked around. Of course there was nothing to see. Yani appeared to be deeping peacefully
and dl around the moon shone coldly siver over the grass and dark shapes of digant trees. Inwardly he
cursed himsdf as a coward. He should have turned around the minute he had heard them.

Now he no longer felt sure that he had even heard the voices. He could not remember even hearing
Yani settle down in his bedroll. Had it dl been a dream? Y et some of the chill he had fdt when he heard
the voices dung to his bones. After stting for some time looking around, he lay back down. Though he
thought he would not deep again that night, morning came with surprisng speed and with it even more
serious doubts over whether or not he actudly had woken in the night.

Yes indeed. Perhaps he should have contented himsdf with tralling the fdlow. Asde from the
midnight conversation there was aso an easy assumption of equdity about this Yani that couldn’t help but
annoy. Most of his regimenta colleagues would have dready given the Tai a short, brutd lesson in
respect, but Ezratah was confident in the superiority of Mirayan dvilization and had aways figured that
impertinent natives were smply ignorant and would quickly learn to be more respectful once they knew
better.

S0 he did his best to school Yani, tdling hm al about Miraya and how they did things there.
Somehow this led him onto the topic of the Mirayan avil war. Since Zarmartan the Second had died
without viable heirs twenty-seven years before, the country had been divided into severd smdler
territories under a number of competing warlords who supported, sometimes inconagtently, one of three
different factions. Since Yani seemed quite clever for a native, Ezratah did him the honor to treat him to
the intdligent verdon of events, the causes and effects, not just the tdes of mighty battles and ugly
betrayds that were usudly enough for primitive ears. And yet at the end, dl the Tari could say was

“So that iswhy you have come herein such numbers. I’ ve often wondered. But why do the Mirayans
seek to bring peace and order to the Archipdago when it is so lacking in their own land?’

Theremark |eft Ezratah speechless, completely, embarrassngly a a loss. Why had the felow asked
the question when the answer was so obvious? The Mirayans were bringing a great dvilization—their
vadly superior magecraft, science, reigion—to these backward litle Archipdagan States. He was
obvioudy not as smart as Ezratah had given him credit for.

It was much the same the following day after they had returned to the man paved road to
Olbia—Muirayan-built, as he took good care to point out. The Seagani dill farmed the hills in their
ineffident way, usng only the most rudimentary cultivation and moving their villages every few years
indead of teking proper care of the buildings. The road itsdf was lined with Mirayan farms however.
They were clearly recognizable with their beautifully neat little fidds of golden wheat or sheep, thar



whitewashed buildings and therr tidy orchards. The Sght of them filled Ezratah with pride, but the Tari
was not impressed.

“l guess now that the Mirayans govern this land, they have replaced dl the Seagani chieftains with
Mirayan lords, yes? But what about dl these farms? Where have they come from?” asked Yani. “It is not
like the Seagani to part with with ther land willingly.”

“When Prince Alexus was offered the chieftainship, the Seagani were united but over the years there
have been rebdlions againg him and land has been confiscated. Or the locd lords have given grants of
land thet are unused.”

“Unused?’

“Wdl, asfar as | can see the Seagani leave most of the land unused. 1 mean they pick up every three
years and move house. It's so wagteful.”

“l imegine that they do it so that the life spirit of the land they have been faming can recover. The
spirit of thisland is not very strong and gets worn out being farmed dl the time. Just because it's empty
doesn't mean it is unused, but resting instead.”

“Wel, that's ridiculous. I'm a nobleman—no expert on faming of course—but Mirayan faming
methods can produce much more from a single piece of land. Y ou put manure on it and crop rotate it and
other thingslike thet...”

He should have known better than to have troubled to enlighten the Tari. HE'd continue to ask why,
like some dlly child. Why should the Seagani change their fanning methods? Why were Mirayan faming
methods better? Why did the Mirayans grow fruit trees where there was obvioudy not enough water for
them?

The arrogant bumpkin wound up lecturing him— him!—going on about the life spirit and harmony
and dl kinds of other superdtitious netive rubbish. He truly believed the nétive way was superior.

“Mirayans don't believe that inanimate objects contain life spirit,” said Ezratah a lagt, just to shut him
up.

“Thet's quite obvious” said Yani tartly.

The cheek of the fdlow!

It was the complacent assumption of Tightness that most annoyed Ezratah, the more so because it
was o very wrong. But how did you convince these stubborn barbarians that their primitive bdief in the
life spirit was wrong? Every avilized person knew that only people had life sairit. It was the hierarchy of
nature. People were superior to, and thus the rulers of, things, just as the highborn were superior to and
naturd rulers of the peasantry.

Asthey traveled dong, however, Ezratah came to understand why the Tari had such an overweening
opinion of himsdf. Every time they went through a village, the natives flocked around cheering and
laughing. The women asked him for blessings for them and ther children, which he gave, and made
requests for heding, which he declined, saying that he was not a mage. A couple of times people were
angry at hisdenid and once as they Ift a village, someone threw a clod of mud a him. The Tari’s hand
caught the mud before Ezratah had even seen it coming.

He walked dong for severd steps afterward, tossing the clod thoughtfully in his hand.
“Digurbing,” said Ezratah & last.

“Yes” sad the Tari, tossing the clod away. “But on the whole | am surprised | have not had more of
this. These people cadl my people the Guardians and my people have done nothing for them for over
twenty years. | had expected more anger and instead | have received only love and kindness, for which |



fed mogt unworthy.”

Hiswords set off darmsin Ezratah’s head. There must be some kind of rdligious connection between
the Tari and the Seagani. They looked on him as some kind of leader. There was no doubting that Yani
hed leadership qualities and a sense of respongibility to them.

Yes, very worrying. The Southern Seagani were a restive, unruly people who bore the limitations of
law and order unwillingly. There had been a number of uprisngs againg Prince Scarvan. Ezratah prayed
he was not witnessing the beginning of another. It was a good thing he was here, traveling with the Tari.
Once he got to Olbia it was imperative that he inform someone of the Tari’s digurbing effect on the
natives. Whomever he informed was sure to be grateful.

Maybe it was the heat. As the day went on and Ezratah's irritation grew, he found himsdf needling
the fellow, who of course refused to rise to the bait, in a sckeningly superior way.

Only once did he ruffle his annoying surface.

He had asked the fdlow about his previous life, and Yani told him that he had served in the Danian
amy.
My chance to scoff, thought Ezratah.

“Queen Sharma,” he said. “Is she as lastivious as they say? Does she redly have ranks of
men-at-arms whose duties are to pleasure her?’

“Queen Sharmais very happily married,” said Yani, coldly.

“Oh, come on! | doubt that! What kind of man could be happy leting his wife rule? It will be the
ruination of that country, an inverson of the naturd order. Like expecting a saf to generd an army. Mir
did not make women fit for rule. They are victims of ther baser passions with no grasp of logic or
diplomecy.”

“What are you taking about?’ asked Yani. “Is that why you keep your women imprisoned?’

“They are not imprisoned,” said Ezratah. “They are protected. Protected from the hard world of men.
Mir created them to be mothers and their world is—and should be—the world of family and children. In
the household they are the rulers just as men are the rulers outside it. A man's intdlect and sdlf-contral is
superior. That iswhy Mir put him at the pinnecle of the natural order. And that’s why a woman ruler...
I’ve even heard she has a regiment of bodyguards who are women. Do they provide bedmates for her
husband? Is that how she keeps him quiet?’

“Women can fight and these are vary fine fighters” said Yani. “In the old days the queen’s husband
won her through combat. Now it isdl done with champions, which is much fairer. For the strongest man
does not necessarily make the best consort. Sometimes in the past, mae bodyguards took advantage of
their power to kill the king and forcibly marry the queen. A femde bodyguard is not so open to that
temptation.”

“What away to run a country! All the power in the hands of women. How do Dani men bear it? The
gueen ought to want a strong man to come and help her rule. What must it do to awoman to have to give
orders? Ther nature is submisson. They are happiest being directed. Wel, some women do like to rule
but they are the worst sort and they dways do it badly. | can imagine this queen... hard, crud, no doubt
promiscuous.”

At that moment he tripped over something and fdl flat on his face. At the same time he heard the
sound of sted being drawn. He rolled over just intime to see Yani finish drawing his sword.

“Sr,” sad Yani pleasantly, though his eyes were cold. “1 have sworn to uphold the queen’s honor. |
mug ask you to cease taking about her like this or | will be forced to chadlenge you to a dud in her
name, and | have no wigh to fight a mage.”



“You'd be supid,” said Ezratah, who was nonetheless a little nervous.

“But | will do it,” sad Yani. “Queen Sharma is a fine and good ruler who has shown me great
kindness. | will not listen to her being dandered like this. It is a matter of honor.”

Ezratah looked quickly round. Now was the time for any followers to attack if they were going to.
No sgn of them, though.

“Sr,” sad Yani. “Your answer please. Are we to fight?’

“Of course not,” said Ezratah. “1 too have my honor and it does not include duding with those who
have no magic.”

“And...

“What do you meaen?’

“Wewill not talk about the queen, yes?’

“If it offends you, | am willing not to speak of it.”
“Good,” said Yani. He put his sword back in its sheeth.

That stupid Tari! Ezratah honedtly thought the felow would have attacked him. Mad. Mad as a
headless chicken. When he' d stopped being stunned, he was even more angry. What about dl the times
the Tari had offended him today? All those things he'd implied about Prince Scarvan being aliar and a
merchant. What about his fedings of offense? Hah! Persond kindness, heh! The fdlow was probably
bedding the queen himsdf. The whole thing was disgraceful.

It was dl part of the fdlow’s blatant arrogance. Ezratah was looking forward to when the Tari got to
Ol-bia and saw for himsdf just how fine Mirayan dvilization was compared to his pathetic native state.
Actudly as the day ended, he was amog looking forward to seeing the fdlow taken into custody, even
though normdly he would not have wished that on anyone. They’d give him a good beseting to knock the
superiority out of him, search his mind without painkilling spells and find out dl those things he was too
high and mighty to tell.

Now, there was a frudrating thought. Scarvan’s mages would leam dl the things about the Tari that
Ezratah s0 longed to find out. They probably wouldn't tdl him either. It was enough to make him
admog... After dl, he could mindsearch the fdlow himsdf. Yani had no way of preventing him. The
temptation was grest.

But it would be very wrong to act in such away even toward a native. As a mage he had vowed not
to prey upon them. That way lay death magic. Though, of course, an illidt mindsearch was a very long
way from actua colluson with demons. No. No, he couldn’t do it. Y ou had to maintain standards evenin
an unavilized place like this. Especially in an undvilized place like this.

That evening they camped in a sand of trees near a stream. Ezratah made sure that there were
severd rocks under his blanket so that he didn't deep too heavily. It did no good; he must have been
exhausted after following Yani’s pace dl day, for it seemed only a moment after he lay down that he was
weking with the sun in his eyes and the sound of a child's laughter in his ears.

He sat up and looked around for the child but he could see no one. By the time he had rubbed the
deep out of his eyes, he was dmost certain he had been dreaming.

The sun had only just risen by the look of it. He was done, but he was pleased to see that Yani's
bedroll and pack were 4ill there. There was no dgn a dl of the annoying Tari. No doubt he was off
saying his strange little prayers.

Ezratah did out of his bedroll and stretched. He remembered his vindictive fedings of the night before
and he was a bit ashamed of them. Still the authorities had better be informed about Yani. It was only



wise. Which reminded hm! He went quickly over to Yani's pack and went through it. In among the
provisons were vambraces, grieves and a hdmet. These made the pack extremely heavy. Amezing that
the Tari could move so fast while carrying so much weight! He mugt be immensdy strong for dl that he
was not very heavily built. Apart from the armor, there was little ese of note in the pack. Some clean
clothes, food, alittle sawing kit contained in a piece of sheegp horn. Nothing for him to learn from.

Ezratah sat back on his heds, the familiar frugtration cregping into him. He foresaw every chance of
traveling to Olbia and finding out nothing more from the fellow. His mind filled with the tempting idea of
mindsearches once again.

Now might be a good time for the Tai to have a clandestine conversation with someone. But where
to find him?

W, theriver was the firg place to look. If nothing ese he could have a wash and a drink while he
looked for Yani.

He walked as quigtly as possible down the path toward the river. Though it was not a big river, it had
a steep bank, covered with trees and underbrush. Through the trees he saw a white shape in the river,
and peering more closaly, he saw it was Yani gtting naked in the water rubbing his body with sand and
water. Rubbing his back and then swivdling around and splashing water up over his breasts. ..

Breastsl Sweet Mir! Automdicaly Ezratah threw himsdf down behind a bush.
Breasts? Breasts!

For a moment he could only lie there, quivering with shock like an arrow newly hit its mark. Then
cautioudy he parted the branches of the bush and peeped carefully down at the person intheriver.

He, or rather she, was standing up now. Breasts definitdy and a triangle of fine hair between the legs
where there was nothing... A woman. The Tari was a woman!

Suddenly his minded was filled with a burning red mist.

A woman... A woman... By Mir, a woman! How dare she! That creature was playing him for a
complete foal.

He sat back on his hedls shaking with fury.

Mir! Great Mir, the shameess... That brazen... Tha unmitigated whore. Sitting there naked, washing
her breasts quite openly with no thought of who might come. Going about dressed in man's clothes full of
brazen opinions and judgments on him. On him! Her superior! Asif she were not flouting every naturd
law known. Asif she had any right to have such opinions. Besmirching everything that was decent and
honorable. The sdlf-righteous, sdf-satisfied Yani. Sweet Mir, these native women had no shame. She
deserved a damn good lesson. She deserved to be treated like the whore she obvioudy was. That would
show her. That would teach her.

He was o furious, he was not thinking straight... Suddenly he was afraid of what might happen if he
saw her face-to-face. All those raw fedings... Redizing that he... she would be coming down the path
soon, he got up and, crouching low, crept off into the trees.

He wandered around the woodlands, for some time, seething.

How dare she? How dare she? Behaving like that. Oh, he longed to teach her a lesson, but he had
dready cooled off enough to know that throwing himsdf on her would not answer. He had no taste for
such behavior. He was too repdled by her to even want to touch her, much less intimatdy. Oh, no...
horrible.

Finding hmsdf again near the river but wel out of dght of Yani, he sat down on the bank and
splashed himsdf. The cool water helped him think more clearly. He itched to humiliate her as she had



done him—to humiliate her in some clever way. He tried to think of some way he could use his magic. Of
course he could injure her megicaly, but. ..

His father’ s upbringing stopped him.

Father had been the soul of chivary. How would he have acted in this Stuation? He would have been
flabbergasted, shocked, repelled that a woman could act so!

If only he could somehow take her to Olbia, hand her over to the duke. But to just swdlow the
offense of her masguerade till they got there. To let her keep laughing up her deeve a him. Oh no, he
was dill a man!

He had to do something. He bitterly regretted the decency which had caused him to rgect
mindseerching her. Such awomen deserved no congderation. Maybe he could do it now.

Suddenly a wonderful thought came to him. He fdt in his pouch and pulled out a pink crystd. Yes.
The perfect solution. He could find out what he wanted and teach her a lesson a the same time. A
crudler, more subtle lesson that would show the creature how decent men regarded women who set
themsdlves up above ther proper place. Something that would teach her her place.

Pempus, the garrison skirt-chaser, had given him this crysta as a farewd | gift. A generous gift redly,
for such things were expendve, not drictly legd and hard to get. Pempus had only one solution for dl
life's problems, and he had dways thought Ezratah was far too serious. The little pink crystal contained a
charm spell designed to make people love you or, in Pempus's case, make women agree to go to bed
with you. The charm was of limited use. Y ou could not make the victim do something they redly believed
to be wrong, which was why there was no point in usng it on a decent Mirayan woman. Not that you
often got the chance to be that close to them. But a Mirayan women would never have agreed to deep
with you anyway. At least not a decent woman. But a naive woman as everyone knew, was perfectly
willing to have sex with you for the right price; usng a charm spdl Smply saved time and money. Ezratah
hed dways secretly thought it rather distasteful and had had no intention of putting it to such use. If he
charmed Y ani, however, she would hgppily tdl him dl her secrets and he would aso work out some
other way to humiliate her as she had humiliated him.

When to do it? He could leave it till they stopped for the night, but what if other travelers joined them
or she shook him off or... And the thought of following thet cresture dl day, of having to look at those
uncovered legs and hide the fury that he dill fdt... No man who was a man could expect himsdf to
undergo such... by Mir, he was going to enjoy teaching her the lesson she was asking for.

No time like the present! He would do it now. Yes! All he needed to do was touch Yani's skin with
the crysta and trigger it with a amdl touch of magic. The spdl itsdf should be quite strong. The strength
of Yani’s adoration and the length it lasted would depend on how weak her resistance to magic was.

By the time he had reached the campste Yani had returned. She was dtting on a rock beside her
pack. Her dim, shapely legs encased in their dark hose were stretched out, filling him with fury again. For
they were so obvioudy women's legs, and her smooth, unbearded face, which he had smply thought a
dgn of her youth... She looked so feminine to him now.

“Where did you get to?” asked Yani as he came closer. “There's some food here” She got up to go
to thefire

“Oh, I've just been waking around,” he said casudly.

“Wdl, come on. Eat up o we can get going,” she said.

“Jud wait a minute”

“You sick or something?’

“No, no. I've just had a surprise” he said. “I'm shocked and astonished and, well, I'm relieved too.”



Yani looked at hm narrowly. “Yes?’
“Yani,” hesad. “Dear Yani. | have to confess | saw you bathing this morning.”
He was very pleased to see how embarrassed she was. He forged ahead.

“I'm 0 relieved. I... Well, | have to confess, I’ ve been attracted to you ever snce | firs saw you.
I’ve been so worried. | thought | was tumning strange.” He gave a rdieved laugh, which he thought was
rather a good touch. She looked confused. Yes! Idedl!

“Yani,” he said softly, romanticaly tilting his head to one sde. He reached out and took her hand and
she, confused, let im take it without resistance, though he could see concern dawning in her face.

Too late, bitch, he thought as he pressed the crystd in his pdm againgt her flesh. There should be a
brief burst of magicd light. Yes there it was... But suddenly green flame burst out of their clasped handd!

The flame shot up hisarm. He shrieked and sprang back, tripping over his feet and fdling over on his
back. The green fireran dl over him. He beat desperately at his arms and legs. He fdt the magic meking
his kin buzz with its power, fdt it penetrating him.

Suddenly there was a heavy weight on his chest. A little girfl was stting astride him. Her long pde hair
swvung around her dark-eyed face as she swung back her fig and threw a great splat of green light into
hisface.

Everything went dark.

Then he was lying on his back looking at the blue sky. Where was he? What had happened? A hand
hit his cheek.

A little gifl was gtting astride his chest. She started dapping his face with both hands.

“Ha, you dimy toad!” she shouted. Slap. Slap. “I got you now!” Sap. Sap. “Put a charm on my
sgter, will you? Toad.”

“Marigoth!” cried avoice. “ Stop it. What's going on?’

Suddenly the most sublime woman appeared above them and pulled the little gifl off him. He sat up
and stared a her, forgetting everything ese.

He had never fdt love before this moment, no, nor even ever redly seen a woman before. His eyes
could not get enough of this wonderful cresture—this tal, dim, beautiful creature in chain-mail and dark
hose who stood before him.

“The bastard tried to enchant you,” shouted the little girl. “Can you believe it? The deazy fungus. The
manure pile” She kicked at him. He fended off her foot absent-mindedly as he continued to Stare at the
beautiful woman.

“l knew he'd try something. That’swhy | put a warding on you, Yani. | never trusted him. And | was
right, just like | told you. Ha. But | got you, didn't I, Mr. Nosy Face? Now he's caught in his own web.
Now he's enchanted by you?’

She kicked at Ezratah again. Ezratah flinched but it was automatic. Yani. So beautiful. Yani. Oh Yani.
A look of horror came over Yani's face. “Marigoth! What have you done?”
“l knew he would try something when he saw you bathing. | knew it!” cried the little girl.

“And how was it that he woke up and saw me anyway?’ asked Yani hotly. “I thought you were
holding him adeep.”

Thelittle girl’ s face took on a sdf-righteous look. “1 can't think of everything.”
“You st thisup, didn't you Mari?’



“He would have been a problem anyway. He's up to something and you know it. You heard him 4l
day yesterday. All that awful Suff he said about women. Revolting Mirayan. It made me sick.”

“Mai, he's just one sort of man. There are plenty of Dani judt like him. And Seagani and Mori.
Maybe even Tai.”

She turned and looked down at Ezratah, who smiled bedtificaly up a her. She looked didinctly
embarrassed. “Now he knows I’'m awoman, well have to wipe his memory.”

“Theré sno need,” said thelittle girl. “He s your fathful dave now. Hell keep any secret with his life
Won't you, Ezratah?’ She nudged him with her foot yet again.

He nodded enthusiagtically, dill garing up a Yani. Oh, Yani!

“Ohyes” gloated the little girl. “I’'m going to enjoy this. All that Suff he said about women being
foolish and illogicd. Smug, superior toad.”

“No, Marigoth. Thisiswrong... We can't endave him. Y ou know it's wrong.”
Thelittle girl’ s face dropped. “It serveshimright,” she muttered defensively. “Baser passions indeed!”

She turned to Yani and put her hands on her hips. “I just made the spell he was trying to cast on you
backfire on him, you know.”

“Redly,” said Yani looking at her with a raised eyebrow. “So what was that green fire effect | saw at
the end, hmm?’

“So | drengthened it... But it's dill his pdl, | promise you. A $pdl to make you love him, from the
look of it. If he hadn’t used it on you it wouldn't be affecting him now.”

“Widl, | think you should release him and wipe hismind.”
“No,” sad thelittle girl. “I’'m not going to.”

“No!” cried Ezratah, jumping up anxioudy. He came over to kned at Yani's feet. “Lady, please don't
release me. | only want to be near you. To serve you. To be dlowed to love you. That's dl.”

“Ohno!” groaned Yani. She put her face in her hands. Ezratah reached out to her, unsure, daring to
touch her.

In the background the little gifl chortled glefully. “Isn't he soppy? And you know the best part. The
sod| isfed entirdy by his power. He' s actudly endaving himsdf. What a joke.”

“Marigoth! You free him! Immediatdy!”

“He knows you' re awoman. He's a danger to you!”
“Oh no,” protested Ezratah. “I would never harm Yani.”
“Rubbish,” snapped Yani. “You could wipe hismind.”

“I'd rather not. It's a very dangerous operation wiping minds. You can never tdl what other bits
you're going to wipe as well. He wouldn't thank us for making that decision. | think it's much better like
this”

“Yes, yes” cried Ezratah. “Thisisthe best.”
“Marigoth!”

“He could be very useful to us, Yani. You said so yoursdf. We ve dready learned a lot from him. He
can speak Mirayan. He knows how they think.”

“Yes” sad Ezratah, giving into the temptation to paw Yani’s hand. “Let me help you. Please, Yani.”
“Shut up!” snapped Yani a Ezratah, who shrank back apologetically.



“Hell do anything you ask. Like a dog and never ask any questions. He's your complete dave.”
“And you shut up too!” Yani shouted. She took a deep bresath.
“l don't want a dave, Marigoth. It's wrong.”

“It's your only protection. If you tel him to keep your secret, hell do it even if they pull his tongue

“Areyou going to rdlease hm?’

“He deserves what he got Yani. You're too soft.”
“ARE YOU GOING TO RELEASE HIM?”
“No,” sad thelittle girl.

Chapter 7

By the end of the day, Yani had stopped trying to convince Marigoth, whose stubbornness had
aways been legendary, to free Ezratah. Her honor dill prickled her, but Ezratah's temporary endavement
was a gndl matter compared to Alyx and Elena s freedom.

The mage himsdf seemed to be teking very little harm from it, especidly after Yani took control of
him hersdlf in order to stop Marigoth from bullying and scolding him. He pattered dong happily a Yani’'s
side, hanging upon her every word and amiling in a way certain to give to her an impossibly high opinion
of hersdf if she took it serioudy. He hummed and laughed and seemed agtonishingly contented.

It was a pleasant change from the sharp, ambitious man he had been. Even Marigoth admitted he was
quite likegble.

“He has forgotten dl the worry of making his fortune” she said. “Now the only care he has in the
world is how to make you gmile, Yani. And you're such a softie, you give him as many amiles as he
wants. You'll spoil him. Y ou should be meaner to him—it'swhat he deserves.”

Ezratah's favning manner did irritate Yani, but she knew he couldn’t help it. She was not about to
givein to her irritation or to confide it to Marigoth, so she Smply retorted, “If we dl got what we deserve
you'd probably wind up chained to some freezing rock in the northern sea with nothing to eat but rotten
herrings. So you should be glad life doesn’t work like that.”

“If that's how you fed, Lady Sdf-righteous, then | shdl remove the putrescence of my presence,”
sad Marigoth sarcagticdly. “Though, if it bothers you so much, I'm surprised you make so much use of
our dave”

Unfortunately she had been right to think that an endaved Mirayan would be immensdy useful. For
indance, it was Ezratah who told them to disguise him. Mirayans would find it very suspicious for a native
to have a Mirayan mage for a servant, he explained. He had helped them hide his staff and mage's robes
in an abandoned womba hole, and had heppily dressed himsdf in native garb with a Seagani servant’s
copper neck tore. Although his features were very Mirayan and he had no tattoos, he told them that he
could pass for a haf-breed. Mirayans gpparently didiked hdf-Mirayans and rarely looked a them
closly.

“Then why do they carry on meking so many?’ har-rumphed Marigoth.
Ezratah was extremdy good a remembering to treat Yani as a man, and only occasondly caused



difficulties by doing things like knedling to serve her food—ultterly inappropriate behavior for a Seagani
servant.

He interpreted for them and explained things, not in his old arrogant, hectoring way, but patiently so
that you could come some way toward understanding what was meant. As far as anyone could
understand Mirayans.

For ingance, Marigoth had asked Ezratah what had happened to the sacred groves of Nezrhus, the
groves of mimosa and mangiri “that covered the hills with winter gold,” as a poem said. Without blinking
an eye, with no second thought, Ezratah told them that High Chief Alexus Scarvan had banned such earth
worship as wrong and had had dl the sacred groves burned down. The ssters were dumbstruck with
horror! How could the worship of the eement of earth in the shape of the goddess Nezrhus be wrong!

Unfortunatey Marigoth wasn't dumbstruck for long.

More unfortunate, though, was that Ezratah, with due respect, responded to her. He defended the
high chief’s actions by saying dl kinds of bizarre things about priests being concerned about damned
souls and the Mirayan reigion being the only true one. The discusson quickly turned into a screaming
meatch.

Marigoth became so furious that Yani had to phydcaly prevent her from besting up the unfortunate
mege and had to watch her the rest of the day. Ezratah would have come off very badly had Yani not
held Marigoth back, for he not only refused to strike women but he seemed to have very little megic left
now that he was caught up in atangle of enchantment.

To Yani the idea of there being one superior way of worshiping the great Circle of Life seemed
terribly wrong and an outrage againg dl ideas of harmony, but when she told Ezratah this, he became so
upset that Yani took pity on him and asked him to teach her some Mirayan songs to take hismind off it.

Honestly! Traveing with the two of them, she began to fed more like a nursemaid than a warrior. She
found hersdf thinking admiring thoughts of redoubtable women who cared for children.

Marigoth was waking openly with them now. She il appeared as alittle girl, but her hair was dark
and she had darkened her skin with wanut juice. She was dill taking care to watch for any sgns of other
Tai, but they seemed meadfully absent. Either they hadn’t noticed ther use of the Circle of Power or

they no longer cared.

On the second day they came to the Wanderelle river and followed it down through the hills toward
the great coastd plain on which Olbia stood. The vdley that the Wanderdlle had carved out in its journey
from the dry highlands to the more fertile coastal plan was the best faamland in the region and
traditiondly the Southern Sea-gani had grown greet fidds of whest there.

In the highlands the untidy looking collections of thatch and wood houses surrounded by shady
mangiri trees where whole Seagani dans lived together with their servants were everywhere, but there
was no Sgn of them in Wanderelle valey. Here the land was completely given over to clastrophobic little
Mirayan farms surrounded by high walls and groves of stunted fruit trees whose life spirit struggled to
grow in the unsuitable dry earth. This was the traditiond Mirayan style of building, Ezratah told them.
These amd| buildings were easy to keep warm during the long cold Mirayan winters. To the Taris they
looked difling, especidly in the late summer hest.

Big shaggy mangiri trees that mugt surely have once grown here were gone, except for the occasiona
tree ganding on the very bank of the river. Consequently in many places the riverbank was beginning to
erode from the lack of soil binding roots. It was a hot day and shade would have been welcome, but
ingead there were only neet little stone buildings, the tiny little fidds of ydlow wheet and the high hills
beyond shimmering in the sun.

Plenty of Seaganis were hard a work, hoeing the weeds out of the wheetfieds on ether sde of the



road. It was work that shamans traditiondly did, bewitching the plants to move themsdves to the
roadside and waste areas where no one minded them. But of course in Southern Seagan the shamans
had been outlawed when the sacred groves had been outlawed, and so this back-breaking work had to
be done by hand.

Many of the workers stopped and stared a Yani going past, but as they were mogly men, few asked
for blessngs or even spoke to her. Twice a Mirayan cdled angrily from across the fidd and they returned
to work. Theloca Seagani were easly recognizable by the spird whorl of Nezrhus that was tattooed in
blue on ther left cheek, but there were aso those wearing the horse tattoos of the north and the three
scars of the west. Instead of the copper tores by which they showed their tribd membership, they wore
aull iron dave rings around their necks. They were captives from the severd hig rebdlions agang the
high chief in the last twenty-three years.

“Where are the Seagani who used to own these fidlds?” asked Yani, deeply troubled by the stuation.
Ezratah told her that they had been among the fird to rebel and be endaved.

All Mirayan farming appeared done by daves, though in Mirayathey were cdled serfs and were born
into the state of davery. The very thought of so many powerless people made Yani's flesh shrink. It was
not asif she had not seen davery before. The Danians and the Mori endaved people who were captured
in war urtil they were ransomed or gave service for some kind of blood debt. Mosily however families
worked their own land or employed laborers who gave service for food and shelter. All of them were
usudly blood relaions, members of the same clan. Savery on this scale...

Even Marigoth, who normdly cared for no one, was horrified. “What kind of people are these
Mirayans?’ she cried.

“Aye” replied Yani, griding dong. “It isan evil way of living.”

Her face was gim. Queen Sharma had tadked with a worried face of the Mirayans. Ther
well-organized and well-armored armies with their tremendous control of magicd fire were rumored to
be invindble In her time a the Dani court, Yani had given litle thought to these larger issues,
concentrating instead on perfecting her swing and improving her skill with the bow and arrow. Now she
could see why the queen had been so worried. She saw too how dl her kil could be put to use. If ever
there was a judtified reason for force, surdy this was it. She fdt the dark shadow of the Raven watching
the Stuation and judging it. A clear, righteous anger filled her. She wanted to overthrow the Stuation,
gmash againg things and break them open, organize the fidds full of daves into an immediate rebdlion.
For a moment these fedings were so strong they pushed dl other thoughts out of her mind, except the
one shining god she had been navigating by ever since she had Ieft Dania.

“What isimportant is Alyx and Elena,” she said. “We mug not lose 9ght of that. All other things mugt
come &fter that.”

“Of course” sad Marigoth, who had never had much patience with other people and ther slly
problems. She was much more distressed about the state of the land— denuded as it was of trees and
forced into the atificd order of Mirayan fidds. A sense of its life spirit was bound up in her magicd
powers and she could fed how it was warped by Mirayan settlement.

Down near the place where the Wanderdlle valey ended and the river flowed out onto the coastal
plan, she and Ezratah had another vidlent argument—this time over the filthy effluent of the upstream
woolworks, which emptied into the river. The “stupid Mirayan” indsted on going on about wedth and
progress and trade when anyone could see that the river’s life force was choking under the gressy filth.
These Mirayans were like blind worms, poking dumsly around unable to see what was before ther very
eyes. Marigoth hoped they would be able to get Elena quickly away before the Mirayans choked
themsdlves on ther own filth.

At lagt they reached Olbia. The dity was overshadowed by a huge stone fortress that the Mirayans



hed rebuilt on the remaining headland. You could Hill see pieces of the old fortress that lay just barely
under the churning waters closer to shore. Otherwise there was little Sgn of the destruction of the tower
and the death of the last native-born chief, Gorice, twenty-four years ago.

The Mirayan fortress was a megnificent towering structure, rumored to be impenetrable. Huge red
dragon banners flew from dl its towers. Yani could tdl from the way Marigoth grumped about how ugly
it was that even she was allittle impressed. She hoped that Elena was not being hed captive there, for it
looked a very curse to get into.

The city of Olbia was new. A monster wave had hit the old town when the headland collapsed into
the sea and afterward what remained had been ravaged by the minions of the death mage, who had been
left masterless by his death. The new town looked like abig field of mushrooms huddled at the side of the
fortress. Like Mirayan fidds, it was aso surrounded by a high stone wall. Mi-rayans appeared to like
things to be contained, though Yani could not redly understand why. The life spirit flowed through
everything and mere walls could not contain it.

The fortress had been built on one side of the headland overlooking a big harbor, which was full of
the same kind of tal Mirayan ships that had been in Lamartaine. Yani could not help admiring the
defensive qudities of the town and fortress. The Mirayans certainly knew how to build for war.

As the road dropped down to the crossng of the Wan-derelle river, it became buser and buger.
Here the river was wide and shdlow and a continuous stream of people and heavy carts were fording it
or passing up and down the road on the other side. It was easy to guess this was the road to the
woolworks because most of the carts carried untrested fleeces or new bolts of cloth. Many carts were
pulled by Seagani daves ingead of horses, ther backs and limbs badly scarred. Ezratah explained that
this was from floggings Only the roughest and most difficult daves pulled carts and they needed a lot of
discipline. Yani hid her grimece of distaste.

As wdl as people carrying baskets, packs of produce and the woal carts, there were a number of
carriages on whedls pulled by Seagani daves and hung with heavy cloth hangings that made it impossible
to see indde. They were the carriages of wedthy free-born Mirayan women, explained Ezratah. The
cloth protected their modesty from prying eyes.

“Why do they have to protect themsalves from eyes ‘prying' 7" asked Yani mystified.

“A decent woman is modest and does not flaunt hersdf before men who are not in her family,” sad
Ezratah. “It is not proper to have strange men ludting after her; it besmirches what is pure and godly.”

“Islugt so bad?’ asked Marigoth. “Don’'t you need it to make babies?’

“Yes” sad Ezratah blushing dightly at this question. “But between husband and wife, where it is
proper. Anything dse... wdl it is dedtructive and bad for dvilization. Women cause fighting,
disorderliness... and... and crime among men. You know how it is. They are the uncontrolled dement in
the world. Anyway, I'm pleased to say that many Seagani are now adopting our ways,” he said, quickly
changing the subject. “Our rule has brought peace and prosperity for which they thank us”

But there was little Sgn of prosperity amongst the Seagani they saw as they climbed the hill up to the
dty gate. The area outsde the wdls of Olbia was dotted with scruffy little huts—clearly Seagani homes.
A number of drunken Seagani were Stting in the dust outside the huts. Others were working hard in little
vegetable gardens beside them. The women here seemed very heavily clothed for such a white-hot
afternoon. Both ther arms and ther legs were fully covered by ther gowns and doths were bound
around their heads, covering their necks. Thisway of dressng must be Mirayan innovation.

What was this obsession with keeping women covered and out of sght? Did they didike them so
much? And why?

Yani’s passage caused a dir. People stopped and stared in dack-mouthed astonishment, but no one



approached and asked her for a blessng, which given Olbia s history was not surprisng. Luckily no one
attacked them either.

* * %

While Yani, Marigoth and Ezratah were waking toward the front gate of Olbia, Duke Wolf
Madraga's ship could be seen riding a anchor in Olbia harbor. The duke was ashore, waking dong the
wal of the harbor with his brother Lev.

Lev Madraga was a good fifteen years younger then his brother, an extremely handsome man with
curling golden hair and unusudly deep blue eyes. He had ill been in his mother’s womb when they had
fled, dong with Prince Scarvan’s other followers, from a great defesat in the dvil war in Miraya. His father
hed died of his wounds on the ship, and Lev had been born in Ishtak. His mother had been terrified to
find hersdf on aforeign shore with no adult mde reaive to protect her. Lev probably owed hislifeto a
clever native midwife who had driven the will to survive into his mother. Luckily Prince Scarvan had
stood by Duchess Madraga, as he dways stood by Mirayans of her order, by taking her teenaged son,
Walf, into his own household and getting the Ishteki ruler to find her a fine new husband. It had not been
difficult for there had been few high-class Mirayan women in Ishtak. Prince Pirus had chosen wisdy for
her, and so Lev Madraga had grown up in a comfort and security that his older brother, reared in
war-torn Miraya, had never known. When Lev began to show the gift of magery, his stepfather had been
able to pay for histraining, and when it became clear just how powerful Lev was—a mage of the highest
golden order—had even sent him to the southern Mirayan city of Dasharl to sudy for two years and to
gan alittle Mirayan polish. Now Lev was ajunior court mege for Prince Scarvan.

A cool afternoon breeze was blowing off the sea making the harbor wal a pleasant place to be. The
sea below them was a deegp afternoon green and flocks of gulls pattered about on the jettied rocks busly
looking for scraps.

The Madraga brothers had not seen each other for some months and as they walked, they talked of
ordinary matters. Neither knew quite how to broach the subject that redly concerned them, that of
Wolf's current estrangement from their liege lord.

At the end they turned to retrace ther steps dong the wal. Wolf stopped and looked up to the
fortress.

“That your tower?’ he asked, pointing to the two towers gicking out from the cliff-top wdl of the
fortress. The diff dropped sheer into the bailing sea beneeth.

“Yes, that's the mage's hole” said Lev. “Nice and safe. Away from the main fortress in case there
are any nasty explosons”

“And the other one? Scarvan got any specid prisonersin there a the moment?’

“Yeah,” sad Lev grinning luridly. “His mistress, that Mori woman. They say he vigts her every night,
and that has wife, Princess Druscilla—"

He stopped at the sound of an indrawn breath and suddenly remembered who he was spesking to.
There was a bitterly angry look on his brother’s face. He looked around quickly. This end of the harbor
wadl had been cleared of the usud fisherfolk and beggars so there were no unssfe listeners within earshot.

“Here, you're not dill mad about that, are you?’ he said uneeslly. “I thought you came here to make
things up. It's only awoman after dl.”

“But mine by right,” snapped Wolf. “To the commander belongs the captives.”

“A ruler has the right to take any captive he likes” sad Lev. He had never stood on the usud
Mirayan formdity with his older brother and had no hesitation about spesking his mind now. “You know
that is true. Honestly, brother. How can you let such a coolness grow up between you and our lord over



such atrivid matter? And not even a Mirayan woman.”

Wolf shook his head. “Such a woman,” he murmured. Then his face changed and he turned to Lev
with a sudden look of concern.

“Have you taken any ill from our coolness, brother?”

“I'mnot sure,” said Lev. “Before Heurforet there was talk of how | would be made full court mege at
. Stefan’'s and now... not aword. | have wondered if this coolness... What do you mean by fdling out
with our liege over awoman? Has he not been a good liege?”

“Perhgps you should go back to our mother’sin Ishtak. It isin my mind to take Paulus home when |
leave here thistime. | don't want my son being used againg me”

“What? Great Mir, Wolf! You don’t mean this is going to get worse. | can't believe it. Are you
mad?’

“When Scarvan took Elena Starchild from me it was a beginning. Since then he has criticized my
every move in my own lands and now he forces his rdigious edict on me, an edict which he has never
indsted upon before. He interferes and criticizes, and | no longer fed he trusts me”

“Wdl, if you said hdlf the things that they say you said at Fleurforet, I'm not surprised he doesn't trust
you anymore. Taking Paulus home can only confirm it. Can you not at least try to make it up with him?
Surdy you cannot throw away twenty-sx years of good service like this. Over aquarrel about a woman.
See sense, man!”

“l do see sense)” said Woalf. “Things were said then and have been said since tha are dso hard for
me to forgive. The bond between liege and vassal works both ways, Lev. It must do so, otherwise it
cannot work. Can you not see that? He was a good liege because he trusted his vassds to follow their
own judgment, but now he grows old and tetchy and suspicious of younger men. And this reigious
businessis madness, the madness of an old man who is afraid of dying. He doesn't seem to know how
much damage it is doing to the country, how restless it is meking the natives.”

This was not the firg time Wolf had discussed the outlawing of rdigion with his brother. Lev fuly
agreed with him on the subject, though more because as a mage he indinctively didiked priests than
because he cared much about the anger of some weak Seagani natives. But Wolf had never talked of
bresking with the prince before, and some of his argument had the ring of sdf-justification.

“But is confrontation the best way?’ Lev asked now. “Could you not just burn down a few sacred
groves? Pretend to knuckle down? He's old as you say, and you mugt outlive him in the way of things
And hisson isno fodl for dl his Sckliness. We owe Scarvan a greet dedl.”

“And he has had very good service in return. Yet for dl that they tdl me he taks of humiliging me
publidy for my faling to carry out his orders and even of taking the rulership of Eastern Seagan away
from me. Eastern Sea-gan, which | won with my own hands and which | have a right to pass on to
Paulus”

“All this talk would surdly stop if you made peace with him over Fleurforet. Surdy Lamartaine is
worth afew ingncere gpologies”

“You do not understand. It is a matter of honor,” said Wolf.
“No | suppose | don't, then,” said his brother.

A woman, he thought. All this over a woman. What kind of woman can have this effect on two
sengble men? Perhaps if she became ugly. Or even died. Maybe that would sort things out. | must see
what | can do.

A long way above them, too far up to be detected by those who might recognize her magic,



Jndabyne circled on the warm updrafts of ar in the shape of a sea hawk.

With a hawk’ s 9ght but with human understanding, she watched the world benesth. She saw the two
men waking on the sea wdl. She saw High Chief Scarvan wecoming guests in the courtyard before his
fortress and Y ard and Marigoth gpproaching the dity gates. Her quick, beady eyes even picked up fant
movements through one of the dit windows of the tower, which showed that someone within was looking
out over the shining sea.

Chapter 8

By thetime Yani and Ezratah reached the city gate, Marigoth was no longer with them, having made
herdf invisble again. The soldiers guarding the gate searched Yard's pack and for a moment she
thought they were going to search her too. She handed her sword into their keeping without argument,
for Ezratah had told her that was how it had to be. Despite this they seemed worried by her unusud
appearance and called their captain.

“Where are you from, fdlow?’ he demanded in a tone which made Yani bristle.
“I'm from Dania,” she replied with restraint. “1 am here for the tournament of St. Stefan.”

“Right, well keep out of trouble” said the captain. “We Mirayans don't put up with brawling or
vendettas. St. Stefan isa saint of peace.”

“I will do as you wish,” said Yani, bowing her head politdy.

The captain had seemed to be waiting for something and after they were out of hearing of the guard
post, Ezratah reminded her she should have addressed him as Highness. Yani sghed. He had not seemed
worthy of such grest respect.

Rather then letting them into the city, the captain of the guard had directed Yani around the outside of
the wall, awvay from the harbor. The city was built againg the two sides of the fortress that faced toward
the harbor. They followed the outside of the city wal dong the top of a huge ditch and suddenly the wall
turned back hard toward the fortress, and before them was a large fidd of green grass. The fidd was
thick with tents and pavilions. In an area toward the center, a wooden grandstand was being set up.

Severd of the tents were large and made of gaily-colored sk, and a couple flew the red dragon flag.
The rest were the more humble-looking canvas or fdt tents common among the Seagani. Above the
sound of nails being driven into wood, Yard's practiced ears could hear the sounds of sted againgt sted,
asound which filled her with exhilaration.

The wdl of the fortress looked like a great frowning diff casting its shadow darkly over the fidd
beneath. Only a deep ditch stood between it and the fidd. Yani had seen fortresses before but never one
as big. An unusud feature caught her eye.

“What is that iron grille up there in the wal of the keep?’ she asked. “Isit not a weakness?’

“Ah, yes” said Ezratah. “But it can be sealed with stone and magic during a battle. The grille is where
the women's quarters are. You do not see such grilles often on Mirayan castles anymore, for warfare is
S0 constant and unpredictable there that they have dl been closed over. But here Scarvan need have no
red fear of enemies, and so we can give our women the light and air they need to be strong mothers
without having to expose them to the humiligtion of outside eyes. And it gives them an opportunity to see
tournaments such as this. | know my ssters used to enjoy them. Strange, in such gentle creatures. But



then women are dways so contradictory. Ahl” He waved his hand toward the grandstand ahead of them.
“And here isthefidd of St. Stefan.”

A large grandstand decorated with blue and gold was being erected around an area of amazingly lush
green grass. It would make a disconcertingly yidding surface to fight on, thought Y ani.

“They are usng magic to keep it fresh,” whispered Marigoth in her ear.

Unerringly, Ezratah guided them to the large blue-and-gold tent of the Master of Lists where Yani
needed to register in order to be included in the competition. The tent was open a one sSde and within it
sat a prissy little man dressed in a long robe. He did not look up when Yani approached and asked to
register. The guards behind him and at the entrance of the tents more than made up for the Master’s lack
of garing however.

“Name?'
“Yeani Taxi.”

“Whet tribe?’

“Tai... Highness. | come from Dania”

This made the magter look up for the firg time. He had cold eyes and though he stared hard at Yani,
she could not fathom his emations.

“Queen Sharma send you?’
“No, | come of my own wish. Highness”
“Right. Who do you wish to have freed?’

“My sster Elena of the Mori who was taken prisoner at the sacking of Fleurforet. She has a daughter
cdled Alyx with her. Highness”

“You're wading your time, fdlow. Duke Wolf holds dl avaladle prisoners from Feurforet in
Lamartaine.”

“l was told she had been brought here, Highness”

“Wdl, shean't here”

“Couldn’t you inquire, Highness?” Yani amiled politely. The Master glared idly back at her.
“What did you say!”

“What he means, Highness, is that perhaps she has been missed from the ligts or something,” said
Ezratah quickly. “Are you certain she's not here?’

“Ligen, fdlow. | make the ligs of prisoners here and she's not on them. Thisis Olbia, not one of your
barbaric little native States.”

“Yes, Highness” said Yani. Was the man lying or did he redly not know? What if he was tdling the
truth? Pray it was not so.

“So who are you going to fight for?” asked the Master.

“My sgter Elena, Highness” said Y ani.

“Are you desf or just stupid? | aready told you she isT't here. Fick someone dse”
“l don’t want anyone else. Highness”

“Wha he means, Highness, is that if he can't fight for his sster, he will fight in her honor and for the
honor of dl Dania” said Ezratah.



“Veay wdl,” sad the Master of Ligsin the voice of someone who had suffered fools too long. “Now
piss off and stop wasting my time” He bent back to his page muttering none too quietly, “Arsewipe
natives.”

Yani turned quickly on her hed and strode out of the tent, firmly regning in her anger. In Dania she

would have chalenged him to adud for such churlish behavior. But here he was just a sepping stone to
agreater god. It didn't matter how he spoke to her! It didn’'t matter, dammit!

A moment or o later one of the soldiers sanding at the entrance of the tent said, “Natives out front,
ar.”

The Master looked up and saw a large group of native men confronting the annoying pair of
characters who had jugt |eft. He grinned to himsdlf. Hal He' d known the natives wouldn't like this fighting

for someone's honor when they had so many people to free. Looked like that impertinent Dani was going
to be taught... What the hdl!

Outside the Seagani men dl went down on their knees, heads bowed and resting on their clenched
hands in a gesture of supplication.

“Lord,” sad one of them, a little short fat man with a graying crop of hair that stood up like a bird's
crest. “As chieftain of my tribe, | do most humbly beg forgiveness of the Guardians for the great wrong
our High Chief Gorice, may his name be forever cursed, did them.”

Once again Yani could not help marveing at the love the Archipelagans fdt for the Tari. There were
about thirty Southern Seagani in the group-dl of them warriors, men who humbled themsdves reluctantly.
It hurt Yani not to be able to reward them as they deserved.

“Good men of Seagan,” she said. “I mysdf happily forgive you for something which was done by
others many years ago. But | am here without any authority from my people and cannot speak for them.
All'l can offer isto convey your gpologies back. | must ask your forgiveness for this”

Surprise, frugration, anger and disgppointment played across the faces of the kneding men. The
chieftain's face fdl and for a moment he looked very tired.

Then he got to his feet and draightened his shoulders with vishle effort. He was short even for a
Seagani, but he looked at her with palite dignity and said, “May | ask why you have come here, lord?’

“l have a sword. | intend to fight in the ligs. Naturdly this is without the blessng of my people, who
do not like such violence”

“Do you fight for anyone?’

“| fight for the freedom of my sster Elena, widow of Eldene of the Mori and for her child Alyx.”
Amazement flickered across the faces of the surrounding men.

“Do the Mirayans have one of your folk captive, lord?’ cried the chieftain, shocked.

“They say they do not, though she was taken by them a Fleurforet.”

There was a murmuring among the gathered men. Looks of anger and unease were cast at the
Mirayan tent. Yani was surprised to see what looked like amusement in the chieftain’s eyes.

Then suddenly his face was serious again as he peered behind her. She turned and saw the guards
and the Magter of Ligs watching them with narrowed eyes. A number of Mirayan men-at-arms seemed
to be waking toward them from other parts of the fidd. The chieftain turned and mationed for his
followers to disperse. Soon only two men remained at his side. He began to move away from the Master
of Ligs tent, palitely mationing Yani to follow him.

“I am Brek,” he ssid. “Might | offer you the hospitdlity of our tents?”



“l' am Yani. | thank you. | will come.” She turned to Ezratah. “Will you find us a place to stay?’
“We would be honored if you would use one of our tents. We have a number unused,” said Brek.

It seemed incredibly rude to refuse the man's hospitdity, especidly when she had just refused his
gpology to the Guardians. But if she accepted, what ese was she agreeing too?

“l thank you again,” she said at last. “I amin your debt, good chieftain.”

It was only the proper formd reply, but nonetheless a worrying look of hope flickered across Brek's
face as he ushered Yani from the fidd.

The Mirayans indde the Magter of Ligs tent only spoke the Seagani pidgin that you used with
servants and whores and thus had only the sketchiest idea of what had passed. Stll it was enough to
make the Magter cal one of his clerks to replace him.

Bluntly tdling the clerk not to make a pig's breakfast of it, he went off to seek an audience with the
prince.

After he had gone, one of the other clerksin attendance surreptitioudy took a scrap of parchment out
of hiswas pouch, wrote on it and sent asmdl boy running it to Duke Walf’s ship in the harbor.

The Seagani chieftain’s tent was a large wooden frame with a creamy woollen fet cloth spread over
it. It conssted of a closed inner room in front of which was a canopy that shaded folding chairs and a
table from the sun. Brek, Tusk, a grizZled warrior covered in scars and tattoos who was Brek's
second-in-command, and Yani sat upon the chairs and one of Brek’s retainers brought them de.

Therest of Brek’s followers made a pretense of going about ther business, but Yani was wel aware
of thar watchful eyes. After dl she had seen on the journey, her sympathy went out to the Southern
Seagani, but this did not dter the fact that she was here to free Elena before anything ese and that mugt
be made clear. How to do so diplomaticaly? Elena would have known. Diplomecy had dways been her

grong point.

“The one who wins a the feast of St. Stefan may ask for a prisoner to be freed,” said Brek in answer
to a question from Yani. “But natives never win. Those of us under Mirayan rule are forbidden weapons
the rest of the year and therest... Well, it isdl the Mirayan sword and shidd. Are you familiar with these
wesgpons?’

“l am. Queen Sharma has dl her troops training in them now. And in Mirayan battle drill too.”

“l had heard she was a clever woman,” said Brek admiringly. “ So you may show wel in the lids after
dl. It's not actudly necessary for you to win outright. Scarvan often rewards the winning Archipeagan
equaly to thewinning Mirayan.” His tone changed to one of heavy sarcasm. “He very generously does
not expect us to come up to Mirayan standards.”

Tusk snorted derisvely.

“Indeed. | have seen so many indances of Mirayan ‘generosity’ inmy journey here” said Yani wryly.
“A heavy burden to bear. But it is hardly worth my fighting if | do not win my sister. Have you heard no
rumor of her?’

“It is very hard to say who Scarvan has and does not have. He does not admit to dl his prisoners.
We locds are rardy let into the fortress and the Mirayans here are too loyd to gossp to such as we.
Look at the Horse Seagani. For five years they have been asking for the return of their chief priest Killon
taken at Cesane. And for five years Scarvan has denied having him prisoner. Now this year he admits to
having him, though he gives no explanation of why.”

“He s probably dead,” grunted Tusk.
“That is not very honorable of Scarvan,” said Yani.



“The Mirayans have no honor,” said Tusk.

“They have no honor toward us,” corrected Brek. “And why should they? They have us by the bdls
and know it.” He leaned forward intently. “But nonetheless, lord, | urge you to fight. It may bring you
notice from someone who might know the truth.”

Yani regarded the man thoughtfully. No doubt he had reasons of his own for urging Yani to fight, but
his argument made sense. And Yani had dways loved the chdlenge of such contests.

“And who do you fight for?" she asked Brek to change the subject.

“So many of our people are endaved that | let the champions fight for whom they please. This year
mogt of them are fighting for relaives who work in the wool factories. We have severd promisng young
fighters”

“Thefighting skills of the Seagani are legendary,” said Yani. “I would be grateful for the opportunity
to train with your fellows before the combat begins”

“We would be honored, lord. We are ever a the Guardians service”

“| thank you,” sad Yani. “But please, there is no need to cal me lord. One who sheds blood, even
honorably, cannot be accounted a lord among the Tari.”

“I will try not to, though it goes much againg my grain and | do not think 1 will be able to rule my
peopleinthis May | ask, are the Tari in any mind to leave Ermora and come among us again? They...
We... Itisto my mind that we Seagani would be very grateful for ther skills of negatiation at this time. In
the bargain we have made with the Mirayans, our portion dwindles by the day.”

“l do not think they are of a mind to change” said Yani, hoping that it did not show that she had no
knowledge of what the other Tari thought. She could see the quilt of this lie before these needy people
was going to be by far the mogt difficult part of this quest.

“And you yoursdlf, can you not see your way to hdping us?’ asked Tusk suddenly. “If your Sster is
not in Ol-bia, would you consent to fight for one of our prisoners?” Brek shot him an angry look, but the
burly Tusk was not looking.

“If my ggter istruly not in Olbia, my companions and | will be leaving. We have vowed to free Elena
and will do o to the top of our power. | must once again beg your forgiveness gentlemen, but her
freedomismy only god.” She rose to go. “And now | mugt return to my companions.”

She bowed to the two men.
“Companions” said Tusk. “I saw only the dark fdlow. Are there others of your kind?’

“l have come without authority, but | have not come done” smiled Yani. “If Elena Tari is in Olbia
evenif sheisin the degpest dungeon, my companions will find her.”

She turned to go, but the pricking of her conscience overcame her and she turned back. “Gentlemen,
if 1 may be of service to you without compromising my task | would be most willing. But | must see my
sger and her child freed. And now | mugt thank you for your hospitdity and bid you farewel for the
moment. If you will kindly direct me to my tent.”

“One of my menwill take you,” said Brek. He stood for some time amiling to himsdf as he watched
the Tari wak away.

Normally the chieftain of the Southern Seagani had little reason to smile The High Chieftanship of
Seagan included dl four tribes of the Seagani, but the Southern Seagani were the only ones Prince
Scarvan ruled directly. The Western Seegani he ruled through his vassa Wolf Madraga and so far the
Horse Seagani and the Red Seagani smply paid the prince a money tribute without being ruled directly.

Since the other tribes dl had their own triba chieftains, about ten years previoudy, the Mirayans had



decided that in the interest of gability they should appoint one for the southerners as wdl. There were
severd capable women who would have been acceptable to the Seagani, but a femde chieftain was out
of the question for the Mirayans, who did not think women had ether the menta or the mord fiber for
rule. Scarvan had chosen Brek because he was one of the few male members of the chiglly house dill
dive and he deemed him to be too inggnificant to have any red authority. Even then Brek was forced to
live far from Olbia and to accept the congant interference by a Mirayan magidtrate in those few tribd
duties|eft to him. Those of his people who had not been endaved dill looked to him for leadership, but
their everyday lives were now ruled directly by Mirayan lords who had somehow, it was not dways clear
how, come to own the lands they fanned.

But in Brek, the Mirayans had underestimated their man. Always short and an indifferent warrior, he
hed learned early on the very vauable lesson that he could not win anything by going &t it directly. He had
become cunning and, unlike a true Seagani warrior, he was not ashamed to dishonor himsdf for the
greater god. He had no illusons that the Seagani had any chance of throwing off Mirayan rule, but he
was determined to do as much as he could to make it possble for some later leader to do so and to
ensure the surviva of his tribe's bdiefs and way of life in the meantime. Now, for the firg time, he saw
something to amile about in the terrible hand fate had dedlt his people. If he could get the Tari involved in
his cause... What ardlying point he could be againg the Mirayand

“Bagtard!” Tusk sad hbitterly. “They will do nothing to help us. They would not even take our
ml(ny.”

For a moment Brek was stunned. Then he turned and said, “Did he not say he would help us if he
could?’

“Hne words fatten no geese,” replied Tusk.

Brek rolled his eyes. “Did you not see how that young ram sympathized with us? You redly are a
fool, Tusk. Charging in like that—I am surprised his companions did not fry you where you stood.”

Tusk glowered a him, yet he knew his chieftain to be a crafty fdlow.

“You mugt play softly if you are to play men's heartstrings,” said Brek. “You mark my words. Even if
he did not mean to help us, if the Mirayans have indeed got a Tari woman captive... It will be very bad
for them.”

Tusk looked a him blankly.

“Haf-wit! What is bad for the Mirayans can only be good for us. And we mus make sure things get
as bad as possble for them, yes? | want you to tdl the men that they are to help this Tari in every way
they can. And | want you to send severd of them into the town to spread the news that Scarvan has a
Tari woman in captivity. That'll sir people up.”

“Asyou wish,” said Tusk, who was used to being sent to carry out orders he did not fully understand.
He was utterly loyd to Brek, if for no other reason than the fact that he was next in line to become
chieftain and had no wish to hold a postion with so much worry and so litile chance of fighting or
feadting.

“So you have aplan, then?’ he asked admiringly.
“It' sforming,” said Brek, not entirdy truthfully. “1t's forming very nicdy.”

Ezratah had been led to a wodl tent tha was a smdler verson of Brek's, even down to the
cream-colored canopy before it. Marigoth lurked around behind the surrounding tents until Ezratah's
guide left. Then she rgoined him and began carefully examining the tent’s walls for gaps and holes. She
was pleased with it. It was large and luxurious for a ndtive tent with room insde it for severa people to



gtand upright. After setting Ezratah to sewing up the only hole she could find, she went off for supplies,
returning a little later with her arms full of plant matter—leafy branches and carrots with their tops il
attached. A smdl group of curious Seagani warriors who had gathered at Ezratah’s back, but had not yet
got up the courage to speak to him, hurried quickly away on seeing her. They could dready sense
something dangerous in this strange little girl. Marigoth scarcely noticed them. She sat down and cut a
ardl rune 9gn into each of the carrots. Then she planted dl fourteen of them around the outside of the
tent and told Ezratah to water them carefully every day unless he wanted her to pinch him awake every
night.

“What do they do?’ asked Ezratah, torn between fascination and amusement.

“It is a spdl of protection,” said Marigoth. “Root vegetables make good conduits for the earth’s
power.” She saw Ezratah’s look and stuck out her tongue a him. “Have you finished your sewing? Well
then, go and find a pole, Sr Clever. You don’t want our Yani to be disappointed, do you?’

Ezratah borrowed a pole from a nearby tent dweller who ingsted on giving him a table and two chairs
aswell. By thetime he had returned with the pole and a smdl retinue of curious warriors, Marigoth had
woven the leafy branches into a circle. She tied the wreath onto the top of the pole with a green slk
ribbon and instructed Ezratah to set the pole and wreath up like a banner in front of the tent. She gave the
warriors alook which made them withdraw with more speed than was quite dignified.

Then tdling Ezratah that Yani would be furious if he talked to anyone about ther business here, she
went off to take alook around.

Ezratah knew he could believe most of what this nasty little gifl said to him about her sster. He settled
down to aranging the tent as comfortably as possible and replied to a number of hopeful passng
remarks with discouraging grunts.

Marigoth set off into the city to see what kind of magicd defenses she was up againd. In Lamartaine
she had formed a suspicion about Mirayan cities that she wanted to test out. To her dismay she found
that the worst was true. The minute she passed through the city gates she fdt lightheaded and dizzy, just
as she had when she had entered that horrible Lamartaine place. By now she had worked out what it
was. Her connection to the life spirit, a connection that she had had dl her life, had dropped away. The
dements of ar, water and fire were weaker here and the dement of earth was amog glent, covered by
the dead quarried stone that had been used to make the streets and walls of this city. Only the eement of
life was ovewhdmingly present in the animds and people that crowded the Streets.

Her fogter father, Timmic, had taught her as best he could, but, being only haf-Tari Timmic was not
particularly sengtive to the Circle of Life and preferred to use his innate magicd abilities to power his
magic, as the other Archipelagans did. Marigoth had taught hersdf how to manipulate the life spirit in Tari
dyle from her grandmother’s books. But in this place where the life sirits were so disturbed and out of
balance, her magicd powers were disrupted and not much stronger than those of the Archipeagans.
With the imbaance came a horrible feding of lethargy.

Marigoth fdt a momentary sense of regret. She remembered Yard tdling her that if she had been
older—a grown woman—she would have come into her full powers and would have been able to ded
with the imbaance better. Was Yani right? No ! Never! The lives of adults were so redtricted and...
Marigoth was not redly sure why she had not grown up, but she was damned glad she hadn’t. She could
dill remember how people treated Elena once she started to become a woman. Men and boys adways
henging around the lane leading to their farm. People crowding around her and touching her. Then there
hed been the horrible time that a man had jumped off a cart and chased them into the woods. Marigoth
hed used her magic to hide them and they had watched as he wandered around among the trees caling,
“Little girl, litle girl””—with his breeches undone! And his thing jutting out like some pink rubbery



weapon. Ugh! If that was being grown up, forget it!

Leaving the idand, getting captured, having to do things for people—where was the joy in that! No
one noticed little girls and if they did, they didn’'t expect anything of them. They let them have their own
way. And one day grandmother would come back and then everything would be dl right. Then Marigoth
might worry about growing up. But firgt things fird.

Until then, she was ill better than some poxy Mirayan mage. Look a how weak and supid that
Ezratah was. She knocked over a Mirayan fruit ddl just to see if she could do magic in here. She
could—which meant that she must be able to draw on some of the life soirit despite everything. In the
resulting confusion, she stole a couple of particularly juicy apples to eat and tried not to think about how
much effort it had taken to knock over the gall.

She waked on through the crowded town streets, pinching her nose disdainfully at the smdl of the
dirty gutters. Look at dl these stupid people so crowded together with no access to the spirits of life
What amangy lot they were. They could have dl done with an introduction to the eement of water. So
Ezratah cdled this the peak of dvilization, did he? What a fool!

When she got to the fortress wal, however, her bravado disappeared. It was extremey wel guarded
by great webs of blue magic which spread dl over the walls and shone like a cage in the air above. She
made hersdf invighle and tried to walk through the wal in her customary manner. She tried three times,
once even dropping the glamor that made her look Seagani so as to have more power to draw on. Every
time, she bounced off the stone. The protection was especidly strong over the gate, so there was no
question of waking invighly though that. Yet non-magica people were passng openly back and forth
through that gate the whole time she was there. Curse it. This web of magic was targeted only at those
usng magic and it seemed to work againg her even though her magic was different. If only she was
stronger!

By the time she had made her third attempt, she was too tired to be angry about the Stuation. She
crawled behind a pile of baskets and sat there until the gal keeper noticed her and chased her away.
How dowly her power came back! She dragged hersdf back to the front gate and it was only out in the
vegetable gardens that surrounded the city that she started to fed normd again.

It was here that it suddenly occurred to her to try the wdls of the fortress that were not contiguous
with the city. After hanging around in the market gardens esting stolen peaches until it was dark, she went
over to thewdl behind the fighters camp and had severd tries at getting through it.

Poxy, poxy Mirayan magic. Damn! Damn! Damn it! It was just too strong! She was 0 upset she
actudly sat down and shed afew tears. Curse those Mirayans Why did she have to do this? She began
to fed afrad that she was no better a magic than the mangy Mirayans.

“Try the wool settlement firs,” suggested Yani later, back a the tent, when she found Marigoth
curled up on her blankets sulking. “After dl, Elena was a good craftswoman. Or try getting into the
fortress in some other guise”

Nether of these remarks were much of a comfort. She rdieved her fedings by going off and tdling
Ezratah how hopeless his amor polishing was and how hopdess everything dse about hm and 4l
Mirayansin generd was. It was only when Ezratah let dip that twenty mages working in concert had put
together the defenses of the fortress that she began to fed a hit better. After dl, even a full-grown Tari
mage might have trouble againg twenty.

Meanwhile, up in the fortress, Prince Alexus Scarvan had taken the radica step of talking to one of
the Seagani, Jacques, awool merchant. He dressed as a Mirayan and spoke the language asiif it were his
moather tongue. Only the spird tattoo on his cheek marked him as a Seagani. He was one of a number of



merchants whose families had traded with the Mirayans wel before they had settled in Seagan and who
hed benefited enormoudy from Mirayan rule. He lived in a Mirayan-style house in the good section of
Olbia, and kept a host of house daves (modtly captive Mori). His wife traveled everywhere in a slken
litter and his son, whom he had refused to tattoo with tribd marks, was even now in Ishtek at the
Mirayan University. Yet for dl his Mirayanness, at this point in time Jacques fdt very anxious about the
adtivities of his rulers. Unlike his nomind chieftain, Brek, Jacques had heard the not very unusud rumor
that Prince Alexus had a new migress. It was only when he had heard the rumors flying around the
marketplace about the Tari warrior and his captive Sster that afternoon that he had begun to worry about
who she might be. Now here was Prince Alexus cdling him to the fortress and leaving his own feaest to
ask him questions about the Tari. Jacques badly wanted to know for sure if the rumor about Eldene
Mori’s widow were true, but he'd dedt with the Mirayans long enough to know that Archipelagans got
nothing out of them directly. Petiently he told the prince everything he knew about the Tari and their ways
and their rift with the rest of the Seagani. It might have struck other people as odd that the Mirayans had
not heard of the Tari before, but Jacques knew that the Mirayans scoffed at dl other cultures as inferior
and rarely bothered to pay atention to natives.

Even now as he spoke, Prince Alexus snorted, expressed every kind of dishdief and muttered about
uperdtitious natives. This was his usud response, and yet quite often Jacques would find he had taken his
advice. One had to be patient with rulers, especidly rulers as capable as the Mirayans.

This time, however, Prince Alexus's response was perfectly understandable. To such a direct and
warlike people as the Mirayans, it must be unimaginable that an immensay powerful race of mages would
choose noat to rule dl the lands they could. Even though as a boy Jacques had seen Tari mages do
adonishing things, he had a more cynicd atitude about them than most Sea-gani. He doubted that the
Tai were dl-wise, dl-powerful and al-good the way ignorant people thought them. Probably some of
their power came from deght of hand and clever opportunism. Nonetheless he trembled to think that
Scarvan might have imprisoned and even raped a Tari woman. He had seen Olbia after its destruction.

“Wel, 1 don't see them threstening us” sad Scarvan findly. “One warrior is hardly a srong
response.”
“Response, Highness? What are they responding to, Highness?’

“Nothing,” said Prince Alexus defensvey. “Anyway | see no need to fear mere legends. Pure
uperdtition.”

“Indeed, Highness, | fed sure you are right,” said Jacques insncerdly. “But consider, Highness Most
of my ignorant countrymen have great respect for the Tari. There would be great outrage among them if
they thought a Tari woman was being misused. Or held urwillingly.”

“Then it is wdl that it is not happening,” snapped Scarvan. “You will say nothing of this meting
Jacques or I'll serve your roasted testicles up to my guests. We want no unrest during this holy time.”

“l am your Highness's mogt discreet servant,” cooed Jacques, bowing. He had heard this threat a
thousand times before.

Hefdt very troubled in hismind and on ariving took the un-Mirayan, but not unusud, step of ligening
to hiswife, who suggested most strenuoudly that she take the children and a good portion of the treasure
and leave Ol-bia for their country estate. Sometimes she was unsatisfactorily Seagani about things
Agang his express wish she dill indsted on doing her own marketing instead of sending daves to do it,
and s0 she had heard the same rumorsin the market as he had.

A superdtitious woman, hiswife, as women tended to be, and yet the fallowing morning, Jacques did
indeed pack his family and some of his treasure off to the country with a srong escort of trustworthy
servants and daves. He 4ill remembered dearly the day when the Tari mages had firs come to Olbia dl
those years ago and how his father, guessng the train of events that would follow, had put his family and



his wedlth on to a ship for Ishtak—and thus saved them from what followed. He was dmogt certain he
had managed to impress upon Prince Alexus the dangers of offending a Tari, but justin case...

Jacques actions did not go unnoticed. In the next couple of days a number of the other Seagani
merchants sent their families away too.

Chapter 9

Marigoth set out for the wool settlement very early the next morning. Only a few daves and a couple
of very late drinkers were out and no one paid any attention to alittle gifl with hair dyed dark, which was
just how Marigoth liked it. She cut through the green market gardens surrounding the city and followed
the river back up the veley to where a ardly little stream entered it. The farther she got from Olbia the
less she fdt that horrible muted feding that came from the severe disharmony of the dements. She began
to fed chearfully confident that they would find Elena among the woolworkers and be able to leave this
horrible place quickly.

The woolworkers lived and worked in a couple of big compounds surrounded by a high palisade of
pointed wooden stakes. The firg compound was quite obvioudy a place where wool and skins were
washed. It was full of men and Marigoth was glad not to have to go into it, for it smelled thoroughly
NOXious.

The second compound was much bigger and appeared to contain mogly women. Mirayan soldiers
patroled a walkway aong the top of the paisade, but it was an easy matter for Marigoth to make hersdf
invisble by folding the dement of air over her and dipping through the open gates. There were no magica
defenses, and when she got ingde she redized why. All the daves wore iron neck manacles, so tha
anyone with magic powers was unable to use them. She wondered how many were mages. She knew
that among non-Tari races only onein ten people had magicd abilities.

At one sde of the compound was a cluster of empty huts which were full of mats and blankets. Al
the women, scores of them, were stting and spinning with hand spindles around severd big sheds in the
middle of the compound. Little girls ran among them collecting the wool in baskets. They carried them to
an area by the stream where women worked huge dye vats. Skeins of colored wool hung on racks
nearby.

People were moving among the spinners, obvioudy overseeing their work. Apart from a pair of
Mirayans, who were stting a a table looking a skeins of wool, the overseers were modtly loca Seagani.
The daves were a mixture of Seagani and Mori, with the Mori dominating. Marigoth was surprised at
how few people it took to keep dl these women under control. She'd dways thought the Mori were a
Spirited bunch.

She peered into the sheds. The closest were empty. This must be where the women worked when it
was raning. In the others, looms had been set up and women sat pushing the shuttle back and forth
across the strands. They looked thin and pae.

There was no Sgn of Elena anywhere. Marigoth decided to make hersdf vishle and ask somebody.
At lagt she found a secluded little place a the back of the fifth shed where five Mori women were
weaving particularly fine woal into patterned cloth. Choosing a moment when there were no overseers
about, she made hersdlf visble Remembering Yani's experiences, she let hersdf appear as a Tari with
her hair its usud color.



The effect was very gratifying. A couple of the women let out screams and one dropped her shuttle.
Anather, more quick-witted than the rest, pulled Marigoth behind her loom just as a man poked his head
around the partition and demanded to know what they thought they were doing.

The quick-witted one told him it was nothing—silly Jona had thought she'd seen a mouse, that was
adl. The man grunted and went away.

The women gathered round Marigoth.
“Lady, have you come to set usfree?’ cried one.
“Wdl, no,” said Marigoth bluntly. “I’ve come to find my sster Elena and her daughter.”

They looked so disgppointed she was dmogt sorry to have sad it. However there was no point
stopping and explaining or gpologizing. There was nothing she could do for them.

The women were hdpful enough, but none of them had seen Elena, though severa of them had come
to Ol-bia on the same ship.

“Sheis not in this compound,” said the quick-witted one, whose name was Reecah. “But there are dl
kinds of other places she could be. Thisis Prince Scarvan’s compound. Some of our number went to be
daves for private merchants. To work therr fields and make cloth for them.”

“Do none of you know?” asked Marigoth, cast down by this news.
They looked at each other.

“None of us have heard of her anong the daves” said Reecah. “My guess is that she and the child
are hdd in the fortress. She was 0 beautiful. And royd too.”

“Aye” sad another women. “She and the others of the queen’s family were separated from us
immediatdy after we surrendered. Too good to be screwed through by the common soldiers”

“Jonal” said Reecah, warningly.
“Wdl it'strue, isn't it? said Jona angrily. “1 bet she didn’t have to suffer what we did that night.”
“Don't speak of it,” hissed athird woman. “At least we are dive”

“Wel, thank you,” said Marigoth palitely, seeing that some kind of argument was about to start. Most
of the women smply turned back to their loomsin slent anger or sadness, but Jona turned on Marigoth.

“So that’s it, isit?’ she snarled. “Tha'sdl you're going to do for us”
Whét has got into her, thought Marigoth. Thisisn't how people treat Y ard.

“l dways knew you precious Guardians were shit and this proves it. Hah! | hope your precious Elena
isworking in the brothels servicing twenty filthy Mirayans anight.”

“The brothels?” asked Marigoth, not exactly sure what these were but midiking the sound of them.
“Jonal” hissed Reecah. “Don't.”

“We thought she would be protection for us. A bond between us and the Guardians” snarled Jona.
She was dmost whispering, but the effect was more angry then if she had shouted. “But you have no
thought for us, do you? Y ou never intended to come and rescue us”

“Wdl, I'm sorry,” said Marigoth. The woman made her fed unpleasantly guilty, and redly, why
should she? Couldn’'t they see she was only alittle gifl? She shouldn’t have to concern hersdf with these
things. “But there are only two of us a the moment. And we had no idea that you needed rescuing.
Anyway, why can't you do it for yourselves? There are lots of you and only a few of these Mirayans
guarding you. | redly don’t see why you need rescuing in the firg place.”

With that she stalked away, turning hersdlf invisblein the process.



Jug as she came to the door of the shed she heard screams. The door in front of her was flung open
and a woman burgt in dragging a girl by the hair. She threw the girl down on the floor before her and
shouted something that Marigoth didn’t understand. The women at the looms stopped and stared. The
gr was weeping and her face was covered in blood. The shouting womean reached down and grabbed
her hair again, pulling the girl to her feet. The girl screamed, dawing usdedy at her captor’s hands, as
the woman bashed her around the face and shoulders with a heavy stick. For a moment Marigoth was
too horrified by the violence to move, but then she ran at them cagting out a deep .

The woman's eyes closed immediatdly and she dumped to the floor. The now unconscious girl fell
down on top of her.

The room was filled with running figures as women raced from the looms to hep the fdlen girl. A
couple of them kicked the degping woman. Marigoth understood their point of view entirdy and did not
stop them.

Reecah’s face was frightened.
“Is she dead?’ she cried. “The Lady has done this. Lady, Lady show yoursdf.”

“Why?" said Marigoth, letting hersdf become visble. What a curious reaction. Why did she care so
much for the brutal woman? “What do you want from me now?’

Those who had not seen Marigoth before let out the most gratifying gasps of fear.
“Lady, if you have harmed this woman we dhdl dl be beaten, maybe even killed,” cried Reecah.

“The Tari do not do harm,” said Marigoth. “ She shdl wake when it pleases me. You should be more
worried about your friend.”

“We can take care of her as we have dl the others,” said Reecah.
“Y ou mean this creature makes a habit of beating people in such away? That's terrible.”
“That isthe sort of people our masters are,” said Reecah. “ That's why we dream of escape.”

“Yes, you should certainly dl do something about escaping. Oh, let me look at that poor creature,”
sad Marigoth impatiently, seeing one of the women rather inexpertly examining the beaten girl. “Can't
you go and get some water? Look, you foolish creatures. She has a broken shoulder. Let me” She
pressed heding power into the girl’s shoulder so that the bones began to knit together. She softened
some of the poor creature’ s bruises too.

Reecah helped, but her face was gum and tears ran from her eyes.

“You are the most ungppreciative person | have ever met,” said Marigoth. “Frg you criticize me for
stopping the beeting and now you don't seem very happy that | have hedled this girl.”

“l beg pardon, lady. | am grateful. We are dl grateful. | weep for our Stuation. When Katzan wakes
up she will sill remember her anger a poor Cloeda. | fear shewill undo dl your good work.”

“Oh!” said Marigoth. How complicated it dl was. She looked at the two unconscious women for a
moment. “Wel, how about if | remove some of this Katzan woman's memory so that she doesn't
remember who she was mad at? She will probably forget quite a bit extra too. It's not easy to control
how much you remove. But after dl, you don’'t owe her any favors.”

“Ha” sad one of the others. “Then we can put her outside with a flagon of de in her hand for the
guards to find. She can see how she likes ataste of her own medicine then.”

“Will the hedler be able to see that she has had magic used on her?” asked Reecah.
“| doubt it. These Mirayans seem to have no kill at detecting Tari megic.”
“Then we thank you,” said Reecah. “Please do it.”



Thiswas more like it. Quickly and not very carefully, Marigoth destroyed the most recent portion of
Katzan's memory. There. Now she must get going or she was going to get nothing else done.

“Perhaps you will tdl me where these brothds are,” she asked Reecah.

“l would not bother looking there,” replied Reecah. “From what | saw when they unloaded your
Sder, she was being treated as a respected prisoner. They will have her somewhere in the fortress. | am
certain of it... Lady, will you do nothing to hdp us?’

Marigoth was too amazed at the woman's cheek to be angry. It seemed like she had dready done
quite a bit and here she was asking for more.

“Likewhat?' she said. “I'm very busy trying to find Elena, you know.”
Reecah touched the iron necklet around her neck.

“l an amage,” she sad. “If you could release me, | could help people to escape. If you could just
undo the lock.”

This was such a Smple matter that in the end Marigoth unlocked the necklets of everybody in the
room.

“There” she sad. “I hope you'll be able to do something for yourselves now. Don't let these
Mirayans push you round. They’re stupid people and you outnumber them enormoudy.”

She accepted their thanks with what she thought was very becoming graciousness and making hersdf
invishle again, set off across the compound and back through the walls. In her heart she was annoyed a
hersdf for being so soft. She had a suspicion that she had used hersdlf up helping those women and that
she would now have to take along rest before she entered the dead area around the fortress.

Yani had dept badly her fird night in Olbia. Elena's possible fate haunted her. She had few illusons
about the fate of women captives, but in her heart of hearts she hoped that Elena had somehow escaped
rape. Surely people would respond to her beauty with kindness. In the morming her mind was full of the
raven—violent thoughts beat againgt her skull like dark angry wings. She went down to the training
ground to work away her anxieties There was little else she could do till Marigoth discovered where
Elenawas being held.

For hdf an hour she practiced with the wooden sword and pell. She hacked and whacked at the
battered wooden stake until she had built up a good sweat. Controlled movement, movement that
chdlenged both mind and bodly, filled her with pleasure.

“Hey, lord,” shouted avoice. “Areyou angry at that pel?’
A group of fighters had gathered nearby.
Yard grinned a them. “Why? Is it a specid friend of yours?’

“Ohyes” sad one of them, a broad-shouldered young man with a horse tattooed on his cheekbone.
“Heand | are old opponents.”

One of the men sanding beside him dug himin the ribs.
“So who usudly wins, Monteak?’

There was hearty laughter. Monteak cuffed him playfully.
“Want a bout, then?’ asked Yani.

Montesk hestated only for a moment.



“My pleasure” he said. “What wegpons?’
“You choose”
“Mirayan bastard sword, then.”

Mirayan bastard swords and shields were set out in a rack beside the traning ground. The shieds
were wdl enough, but the swords were old, badly balanced, loose at the hilt or nicked on the blade. She
thought longingly of her fine sword, Slice, handed over to the gate guard. These swords were not just the
practice weapons, but the weapons the Mirayans had given the Seagani for the tournament. How shabby
to give your competitors such second-rate weapons. Was this what the Mirayans caled honor?

She turned and faced Monteak. A nice-looking young fellow.

He was a little hesitant to engage a fird, and hisinitid attacks were tentative. Suddenly daunted by
fighting a Tari, she guessed. She'd seen it before. She attacked him firmly but not too aggressvely, and
he quickly picked up his pace.

The shidd was new to most Seagani warriors, for the traditiond Seagani weapon was ether the
two-handed sword or the glorified knife that horseback warriors used when their spears were lost. The
bastard sword was a more subtle weapon then the two-handed Seegani sword. It lent itsdf better to
tricks and stratagems and did not necessarily reward the stronger fighter.

It was difficult for warriors, used to two-handed weapons, to get the hang of uang sword and shidd
together, but Monteak had obvioudy practiced long and hard and he was quick and clever with the
weapon. He was smply inexperienced in combat. It did not take long before she knocked the sword out
of his hand.

“Curseit,” he said. He laughed very good-naturedly for a man who had been beaten. They shook
hands.

“] told you he would be too strong for you, Monteak,” said a voice from nearby. Yani looked over
and, with atingle of self-conciousness, saw Duprey, the Horse Seagani she had met on the way to Olbia
He was leening casudly againg the wegpons rack. It took Yani a moment to register that he was
referring to her as a man. He was going to keep her secret, then. She nodded a him and he amiled
inscrutably back at her.

Yes indeed an attractive man. Keep your mind on the task a hand Y ani!
Brek and Tusk stood beside him.
“A fine bout,” smiled Brek, coming over to speak with them.

“I think | have just logt to the new champion of St. Stefan’s” said Monteak happily. “By Shevad, lord,
you will show those Mirayans athing or two.”

Yani looked around the field.
“| see there are men from dl over Seagan,” she said.

“This tournament has replaced the old triba gathering as a place for Seagani to meet and exchange
news. They would be honored to meet you.”

“All except the Eagterners,” said Tusk vindictively. “Those Gibadgee-lovers took part in the sacking
of Heurforet. They mugt be shitting themselves at the sght of you, lord.”

“Tusk!” snapped Brek.

“It is not normaly the Tari way to exact vengeance,” said Yani carefully. “1 wish no harm to the
Eagtern Seagani. | wish only to take my sster home.”

Duprey looked at her with approva and indeed she was quite pleased with hersdlf to have made such



adiplomatic answer. Perhaps diplomacy was not as hard as she had feared.

On the other hand, perhaps it was not dl that easy. When Brek took her over to meet the Eastern
Seagani fighters, they were cool to her. She found that she liked it so. They had helped in the sacking of
Fleurforet and despite her Tari beliefs, her heart fdt hard againgt them. She watched Brek being polite in
the face of ther coolness and wondered how he did it. How did he square it with his own sense of
honor? Part of her was uneasy with lack of saf-respect and part of her recognized that here was
someone who was as clever and subtle as Queen Sharma. He managed to be on good terms with dl the
Seagani on the fidd, and since the four tribes of the Seagani were legendary for ther quarrel someness
she knew that mugt be quite a feat. She would have been glad to have been adle to trust him to advise
her on how to ded best with the Mirayans, but his gods were very different from hers and she knew she
must not.

Asfor the other Seagani, the Southern, Horse and Red Seagani, they gathered around dl ddighted to
shake her hand. So did the men from the neighboring Mirayan-conquered idands of Domass and Ishtak.

Only ahandful of Archipeogans dressed in Mirayan garb hung back.

“They are from the western idand kingdoms of Bor-gon, Gdlia and Tyrona,” explained Brek. Yani
hed heard of them. These three kingdoms 4ill had their own rulers. When the Mirayans had fird started
coming to the Archipelago over a century ago, they had come as merchants not conquerors, and they
hed dedlt with these western kingdoms with more equdity. They had huge trading enclaves there, and
much influence on their rulers, but they did not rule directly as they did in Southern Seagan.

When Brek took Yani over to introduce her to these people ther attitude was one of haughty
urprise.

“Mog of the dite people of the western kingdoms have adopted the Mirayan rdigion,” explaned
Brek. “They scorn the old beiefs of their people, induding, so it seems, reverence for the Tari.”

“They are lap dogs to the Gibadgee” muttered Tusk acidly. “Fawning on them and licking ther
bums”

“Plenty of our own people admire the Mirayans,” said Brek. “They have many clever ways which we
would be happy to take if it were not that we have to take Scarvan and his lordlings as part of the
package. These soft-bred westerners have dways regarded us as savages. They see the kingdom of
Prince Alexus Scarvan as a wonderful opportunity for the Seagani to be beaten into a dvilized shape.”

He laughed. “It amuses me that when they come here they are treated as ndives just like the rest of us
and banned from wearing wegpons outdde St. Stefan’'s fidd. Only a few are willing to bear tha
humiliation twice.”

“Does it so amuse you that they dways beat the other Archipelagans in this contest?’ asked Tusk

bluntly. “In the western kingdoms there is no ban on weapons and they are used to fighting like
Mirayans.”

“Then it will be interesting to test my training againg theirs” said Yani. She found it comforting to be
back on atraning ground. She knew she had far more important matters to attend to, but she couldn’t
help looking forward to the tournament. The smdl of dust and swedt, the jarring down your am as your
sword met another, resstance and release, the thrill of uncertainty, the feding of pushing yoursdf to the
limit and the high-headed feding of your blood awoken and rushing through every part of your body: this
was truly living. And so many new opponents!

A thought struck her. “Where are the Mirayans? Don't they train here?’

“Not them,” said Brek. “They have ther own training ground. Their grass is watered every night and
isaways green and smooth. We can go and weatch themif you wish.”



“Would not the Lord stay and show us some of the tricks of the Mirayan sword?’ said a young
Southern Seagani.

“If you have time later, Chieftain, | would like to see the oppostion,” sad Yani. “Now | am dl
armored up and would welcome another bout or two. Will you fight me then, Sr?’ she asked the young
man.

“I will, Lord,” said the young fighter, bowing. “And | hope you will ingruct me. This is the only
chance we have to use weapons. Our own wegpons are aways being confiscated by soldiers”

“Then et ustake it now,” said Y ani, leeding the way onto the fidd.

While Yani fought those who wished to have a bout in turn and showed them some useful tricks, the
rest drilled with each other. Though dl were enthusiastic and able, their lack of experience was sadly
obvious. The morning passed and Yani, completely focused on fighting, was not aware of how many
people she had engaged with until she recognized her next opponent as Monteak.

“You agan!” she cried.

“Y ou've fought everyone ese once,” said Monteak.

Yani pulled off her hemet, aware of being hot and swesty.
“Wadl then,” she said. “I think I'll have adrink.”

Monteak laughed and waved to a boy who was carrying a bucket of water and a mug. The two of
them shared the mug of water.

“Wel, look at that,” said Monteak, waving at a figure a the sde of the fidd. “Old Duprey’s il
ganding there watching. He's usudly off gethering informetion for my unde”

“Does hefight a dl?

“Ohyes” sad Monteak. “He s afine man on horseback. Just not very fast on his pins. An old injury
inflicted by the Gibadgee.” His tone became bitter. “His father was a Mirayan merchant and my aunt was
his second wife. A scandd. Mirayans don't usudly lower themsdlves to marry natives, even highborn
ones like my aunt. When Duprey’s father died, the Gibadgee sons of the firgt wife accused Duprey of
theft so that he couldn’t inherit his share of the property. The court ordered hisleft leg tendons cut. That's
what they do to thieves, the Gibadgee dogs. Ruined him as a fighter. Mind you, he's a clever felow.
Knows how to handle people.”

Yani looked over a Duprey with interest. Ther eyes met for a moment. They shared a secret, her
secret. It gave her a pleasurable feding. Would he use the secret to get closer to her? Now, there was an

interegting thought!
“I met up with im on my way here” she said.
“You've met Duprey before?’
“Hedidn't say?’
Monteak grinned. “No, but come to think of it he's been very pleased about something the last

couple of days. The old devil. He likes to have secrets. So now, may we fight, or have we findly
exhausted you?’

Yani fought until midday, when Brek brought another man over to meet her.

Thiswas Anscom, a tdl straight-backed old warrior who was the father of Monteak and brother of
Chieftain Rayner of the Northern, or Horse, Seagani. Because Scarvan was High Chief of the Seagani,

the Horse Seagani owed him dlegiance. So far they had been forced to accept a Mirayan ambassador
and pay tribute, but otherwise they were dill independent.



Duprey came with them. It seemed Duprey was a0 related to the Horse Seagani chief, the son of his
gdger. This made hm Anscom’s nephew and Monteak’s cousin. He was obvioudy an important person
inthe tribe.

They stood for some time talking and discussing the young fighters. The Southern Seagani were quite
obvioudy the weakest with the Mirayan sword. They and the Horse Seagani trained together. The
Eastern Seagani dways kept doof from everybody at this tournament.

“Gibadgee-lovers” snorted Tusk.

“Hush,” said Brek. “Be careful, Tusk. The Mirayans are over there watching us. We don’'t want them
to decide that we need alesson in respect.”

“No doubt they are here to see how we natives shape up,” said Anscom. “Look there's Duke Wolf.”

The swine who had led the raid on Fleurforet! A rush of anger filled Y ani. She was dmaost unwilling to
look a him lest her anger cause her to lunge uncontrollably at him. But he was so amdl and ordinary—a
compact soldierly man without any outward Sgn of evil. She heard the Snging of the life spirit in her head.
He is just being of the soirit like you it said. Such thoughts dways made it hard for her to truly hate

people.
He was garing at her. Did he see some resemblance to Elena? Could this be a problem?

At that moment a movement in the sky above caught her eye.

A sea hawk was flying low over the fidd. Her eyes were so drawn to it that, though she hed litile
ability to sense magic, she was certain it must be magicd. Mari-goth, with any luck!

She was just about to make her excuses to leave when Tusk said, “Here comes trouble.”

A Southern Seagani man dressed in Mirayan clothes came swaggering across the fidd toward them.
Behind him were severd other Seagani, some of them without tattoos, dressed in the same manner. The
men dl around her tensed.

“Doocat, the dimy rogue,” muttered Brek under his breath. He stepped forward and held out his
handsin greeting.

“Dear cousn,” he said. “How goes it?

“Wdl indeed, chieftain,” said the swaggering Seagani. The whole group of them bowed very sketchily
to Brek. “Your interestsin Olbia flourish under my hands, as | am of course, devoted in my duty to you.”

“l have been in Olbia this three days, cousin,” said Brek gently. “And dways my ear is a your
svice”

“l come on behdf of the high chief, my master,” said Doocat, ignoring the reproach. “Much to my
willingness, for | am most anxious to knedl before our fine Tari vidtor.”

“l have no wish to be kndt to,” said Yani quickly. She shook hands politey with Doocat.

“My madter, the high chief, wishes to have speech with you,” said Doocat.

Elend s captor! Now, here was luck!

“l would be very honored,” said Yani. “I dhdl return to my tent, put off my amor and wash in
readiness.”

“My master cannot brook such adelay. Heis a busy man and wishes to see you immediatdy.”
“Indl my dirt? Then | am a hisservice,” sad Yani.

Brek made to come with them, but Doocat waved him back.

“Not you, chieftain. My master said the Tari only.”



The rudeness in his tone shocked Yani. Tusk gripped the hilt of his sword angrily, but Brek's face
remained expressionless.

As Yani followed Doocat and his entourage away, she noticed that both Duprey and Tusk had fdlen
in behind the group.

She was led to the tent that yesterday had been occupied by the Master of Ligts. Today, however, it
was decorated with gold lacing and swathes of blue slk. A large gilded char with carved designs stood
on adasinits center. Behind it hung a huge banner embroidered with a red dragon.

On it sat the high chief, Prince Alexus Scarvan. He was flanked by four impassve guards, two of
whom wore robes and no armor. These mugt be the famous fighting mages of Miraya Severa other
Mirayan noblemen stood nearby. Aquiline noses, far har and pae blue eyes predominated. The
Mirayans were dl tall.

Prince Alexus Scarvan was a big, broad-shouldered bull of a man who had probably once been a
capable warrior, but whose body had now run to fat through age and good living. There was a splash of
something brown on one of his deeves and a faint scent of old sweat and dirt came off him. Imagine
having him up close, thought Yani. She had a sudden, unwecome vison of a big red penis smdling of
gde urine and suppressed it savagdly.

Despite her revulson she managed a good court bow.
Scarvan’s manner was hearty—amost avuncular—yet his eyes were cold.

“Gredtings, Yani Tari. You're one of these mysterious people | have heard so much about. They told
meyou were dl mages”

“Many of us are, Highness” said Yani. “Thase with no skill a magecraft mug follow other arts.”

“And very bravely too, so | hear.” The group of men standing around him al nodded and smiled,
though their eyes were as cold as his. “I am wdl pleased that we are drawing such fine young fighters
from among the natives. It gives great honor to St. Stefan. | hope you will carry our gregtings home with
you when you go. However, my Master of Ligts tdls me you indst upon fighting for one that we do not
hold captive. This concerns me. If we do not hold your sister prisoner, she cannot be released a S.
Sefan.”

“l was told she was in Olbia, Highness. Do you have no idea where she is? My people are wedthy
and would pay well for her release.”

“l have never seen her,” said Scarvan.
“That issuprising. | had heard you were a Fleurforet when she was captured, Highness”
The high chief flushed. “Are you questioning my word, Tari?’

“Oh no, Highness” she bowed again. “Forgive me, please. That was never my intention. | long only
to find my sgter.”

“Wdl, sheisnot in Olbia”

“Then if it does not displease your Highness, it is my wish to fight in her honor anyway. Perhaps
someone in the crowd will know of her whereabouts and come forward.”

“l honor your family feding of course, but | fear you are wasting your time, Tari. Would you not be
better heping the others fight for their own prisoners? Is it not the way of the Tari to hdp the Seagani? Is
that not why they cdl you lord?’

“They cdl me lord because they wisdy fear the power of my people. But we have withdrawn from
the other Arch-ipelagans since the incident of the three mages and have no intention to change, Highness.
Indeed we have never concerned ourselves with the palitics of outsiders. The only reason | have come



hereisto find my sster. When | do, we shdl return to our homeland and will no longer have any interest
inwhat goes on outsde its borders.”

By thistime many of the Mirayans in the tent were looking outraged, but High Chief Scarvan smply
sad,

“Then | wish you the best for your task, though | doubt you will accomplish it here. Y ou may go.”

Yan bowed from his presence and found hersdf outsde the tent among more angry looking
Mirayans. She was shaken by the strength of her revulson, but she managed to amile blandly at them.
Queen Sharma had said that the one with the power aways amiles

Tusk was loitering nearby. When Yani reached him, he clapped her shoulder heartily.

“l did not hear what you said, but, by Nezrhus, you have annoyed the Mirayans,” he said. “Does my
heart good to see it. But watch your back. They are longing to give you a beating.”

Duprey suddenly appeared from around the back of the tent.

“You go and tdl Brek that Yani issafe,” hetold Tusk. “I'll walk with him back to his tent.”
Tusk nodded and went off toward the Archipeagan training ground.

“No native has refused Scarvan so bluntly for meny ayear,” said Duprey.

“If he does not hold Elena captive, why should that worry me?’ said Yani.

“Wdl, there is a amdl matter of Mirayan prestige,” sad Duprey dryly. “Tusk is right. You should
watch your back now. You know it wonders me,” he continued, “that your people have not sent a large
force looking for Elena Tari.”

Yani had long schooled hersdf to answer this question, but now she found it hard to meet Duprey’s
eyes. He was too clever!

“They do not want to cause too much disturbance.”
“Or isit that when Elena Mori married an outsider they cut themsdves off from her?”

It was exactly the excuse she was going to make when pressed. She was rdieved he had lit upon it
himsdf. Did he bdieve the excuse? She mud act asif it were true.

“I will tell you no more of my secrets,” she said quickly, keeping her eyes down. “You know enough
of them aready. | would be grateful to you for kegping them to yoursdf.”

He nodded briefly, then asked, “Isit true what you said to Scarvan? That you will go home and turn
your back on us again when you have Elena?’

“Those were words for the Mirayans, yet it istrue that | must see my sster safe before | do anything
dss” sad Yani.

“l too would not leave someone | loved in captivity any longer than necessary. | understand,” said
Duprey, and Yani saw that he did.

“But | do not think 1 can go back to Dania and forget dl | have seen here. The Mirayans have no
busi ness ruling with such a hard hand.”

“They came to the farm after you left that morning and burned down the barn to repay the family for
shdtering you.”

I‘Wm! ”

“Aye. They would have raped the little daughter as well, but your Mirayan friend stepped in and
stopped them. Very decent of im | thought.”



“Oh, curse their miserable hides! The bastards! | begin to hate every Mirayan | see”
“Thereismuch to hate.”
Yani stood 4ill for amoment and breathed in deeply.

“There mugt be decent Mirayans who act with honor,” she said. “It is the law of the life spirit. But
where are they?’

“I wish you were right but | think there are none. At least none who act with honor toward us. There
can be little honor between mortal enemies”

“l cannot believe you areright,” said Yani. “A true warrior cares for jugtice.”

Duprey gave awry amile “1 wish | bdieved that possble. Did the mage catch up with you in the
end?

“l owe you an gpology about him,” said Yani. “I never expected him to be a man of honor, but he
was even worse... He acted in much the way you had warned. | should have taken your warning
serioudy.”

Duprey dropped his voice. “Did you have to kill him?’

Yani grinned. “Oh no. My sgter has endaved him.”

“Your sger?’

“Do not be too curious, Seagani. The mage was curious and you will see how he is served. If he has
finished washing my clothes, he will draw me a bath and bring us food. | do not ask him to do these
things Heindgts and is as grateful as a dog that | dlow him to serve me”

Duprey grinned and hiswhole body relaxed. “Poor haughty fellow.”

Yan amiled a him but there was no laughter in her eyes. After a moment she said, “I am deeply
shamed that | brought such trouble down on those people and was not there to protect them.”

The grin had softened Duprey’ s whole manner.

“Do not be troubled,” he said consolingly. “It was better that you were not there. Even if you had
won againg the 9x of them, the family would have had to go into exile. The farmer logt his hay crop, but
no one ese was hurt. When Monteak came we took the girls to rdatives, a day’s wak away, that they
might be safe, in case the lord’ s bully boys had got a yen for ther flesh. Sometimesit is best to just lie ill
and take the kicking so you can 4ill rise up on the morrow. | know Marten the farmer will work even
harder againg his Mirayan lord after this”

Yani looked a him with interest. “I am not sure | could follow such a path, but | can see there is
courageinit.”

“You are thefirg warrior | ever met who admitted that much,” said Duprey.
“Warriors are not subtle creatures.”

“| think you subtle enough, Yani Tari,” said Duprey. “You play your role well. Everyone is convinced
by it. Yet it amazes me that no one ese has guessed your secret, for to me you are far too far to be a

The look in his eyes when he said this sent atingle down Yani’s spine. Be careful, she told hersdlf.

Y et she could not hep turning away with a swing of her hips and saying, with a glance back over her
shoulder, “Come dong, then!” in atone of voice that made Duprey stare most satisfactorily.

That afternoon was cool and overcast, cool enough for many Mirayans to be on the training fidd.
Yani, Brek, Tusk and Anscom watched the Mirayans training, commenting learnedly on the sills of the



warriors. Duprey kept himsdf a litle doof. Yani was not sure why but she was glad of it. She was
tempted to flirt with him and that temptation must be squashed.

Perhaps he'd been disturbed by the sght of the endaved Ezratah who had served them food and
drink when they had reached her tent. Yani yearned to tdl him it had not been her choice. She didn't
know why she should care but she did. Actudly it seemed a good idea for him to be alittle afraid of what
could be done. He might be a fascinating man, but now was not the time to get entangled.

She concentrated on being menly and warrior-like.

“Montesk is better than these felows” she commented as one particularly weak par of Mirayan
fighters traded blows on the fidd before them.

“Yes, he beat dl the other Archipeagans last year,” said Anscom. “It did him no good. We do not
fight the Mirayans urtil the very end, when the champion of the Archipeagans fights the champion of the
Mirayans. They do not wish to see native scum beat one of their mighty selves”

“They act like a people who do not fed entirdy safe,” said Yani.

“Aswdl they should,” said Anscom. “Upland away from Olbia there is dways trouble. Ever since the
Shaman Edict there have been smdl rebdlions dl over upland Sea-gan. The rebels and the shamans
usudly find safety across the border in Northern Seagan. It is not a good thing for we northerners.”

“Are you not under Mirayan overlordship?’ asked Yani.

“Not yet,” sad Anscom hitterly. “We merdly have to give the high chief ever more sheep as tribute.
Apparently the worth of sheep goes down every year. We fear it will not be long before we come under
direct rule. Already Lord Serranus, Scarvan's man on our border, has strolled into our territory severd
times without even a by-your-leave. ‘To rid us of rebels.’”

“So hesays” sad Brek.

“That is Serranus over there” said Anscom. “Thelittle short fellow. They say heis crud because he is
short like an Archipelagan and fears to be taken for one of us” The others laughed while looking
caefully over thar shoulders. “The sorig beside himis Georgi Serranus. Butcher of Cesane. They say he
hes tried to kill his father. We hope he doesn’t succeed. The father is a hound, but the son isa mad dog.”

“And that long tal stick besde himis Lord Appius,” said Brek. “Not cruel, but greedy. You'd think a
men who had gobbled up so much of our lands and flocks would be fatter.”

“Who istha blond giant near hm?’ asked Yani, her eye drawn to a grikingly handsome man on the
other sde of the fidd.

“He is Prince Stefan Krysantium He's the Mirayan champion and cousin of our Hierarch.” said
Duprey, who seemed to know everything. “The Hierarch is the Mirayan religious leader.”

“Mirayan champion?’ cried Anscom. “But why? Monteak was not that good last year.” He shook his
head. “That's the Mirayans for you. Use a dedge hammer to kill aflea”

“He sabig man,” said Brek. “He probably relies too much on his strength. | bet you could take him,
lord.”

“l hope | get the chance to try,” said Yani, her eyes shining. To beat the Mirayan champion! Now
that would be something. And she was certain it would be a chdlenging fight. No one became champion
by rdying on strength done.

She was right. When the big man had his practice bout, he was impressively light on his feet. Within
five minutes he had disarmed his opponent with breathtaking skill. There was dapping and cheering dl
around the fidd.

A Mirayan servant came up to the fence before Yani’s group and bowed politely.



“Prince Krysantium wonders if any of you gentlemen would be interested in a bout with him.”

“Far too polite. Obvioudy new in the country.” muttered Duprey. But Yani wasn't ligening.

“l would,” she cried.

“No!” cried the others. But it was too late. Yani had vaulted over the fence and was griding over to
the prince.
fight?

“Helll beat him eadily,” gloated Tusk.

“That'swhat we're afraid of, you bonehead,” sad Brek, exasperated. “Then what will the Mirayans
do?

On the other sde of the fidd Stefan Krysantium held out hisbig hand to Y ani.

“You honor meg” he sad in trade talk as he shook it. It was obvioudy some kind of ritud greeting, but
a the same time he looked like he genuindy meant it. When they went over to the weapons rack he was
genuindy concerned that they find her the best sword, and since she did not have her own sword with
her, he decided to fight with a practice wegpon as well. Here was a true war-rior-someone, like her, who
lived for the joy of the fight. A man of honor too—one to whom acting rightly was more important than

dfish and practicd consderations. It was like a ray of light through the dark morass of politics that she
waslivingin.

ect Nezrhus,” moaned Brek. “How are we ever going to keep this fdlow dive long enough to

The wegpons in the Mirayan rack were good. As she took a little time to admire the blades, there
was a flurry of movement behind them, and a couple of priests seized Stefan Krysantium’'s am and
began spesking to him quickly in Mirayan. Annoyance clouded the big man's face. For a moment he
argued. Then he put down his weapon.

“The rules of St. Stefan forbid natives and Mirayans fighting outside the contest,” said one of the
priests brusquely to Yani in trade talk. “Get back to your place.”

The rudeness of his tone made both Yani and the big champion flush. However, there was nothing to
it but to return to her place a the siddlines.

“As if ther church has any say over us” sad Tusk angrily when she told the others what had
happened.

“Let’'s go,” sad Brek, teking Yani’s arm. “If you will forgive me, lord, that was not the wisest thing
you've done. If you were to beat their champion they would probably have you killed tonight. If you ever
do beat him, leave Olbiaimmediatdy.”

“If you say s0,” said Yani. “But the champion seemed like an honorable man. | would have liked to
test his mettle”

“Then you had best win your bouts, lord. In a more public show there may be more safety.”

“If Elenais here | will find her,” thought Marigoth, gritting her teeth and facing the daunting web of
blue magic. She had lain in Yani's tent dl afternoon in a meditative trance, supposedly to marshd her
grength, but redly because she was afraid of the horrible weakness that came within the city. When it
had gotten dark she set out for the fortress, only to discover that carts were no longer going in and out of
it. Perhaps she should go back to the tent and try again in the morning.

No. She was putting it off and while she did so, poor Elena suffered from not knowing that they were
near. She hung around by the gate and was findly rewarded when a cart of dancing girls and acrobats



came up. They made a perfect disguise for alittle girl. She was able to dip invigbly onto the back of tharr
cart, unfald the air and make hersdf visble as they passed through the magicd protection barrier.

There seemed to be merdfully little magicd protection within the fortress walls. Marigoth couldn’t
help being impressad by the Sze of the place. Where to start looking?

Ezratah had said that the dungeon would be somewhere under the fortress, so Marigoth wandered
around invishly and peered through cdllar grilles and doors. There were wooden stables dl around the
ingde of the wdls, and twice she dmaost bumped into horse handlers.

After awhile she began to fed asif she were waking upstream in a shdlow river. As with everything
e<se here, the dements of the life spirit were completdy out of harmony and hard to draw on. She was
getting tired just mantaining her invishility.

Looking for a hidden place in which to rest, she went through an open door that led to the kitchens.
Ingde, it was bailing hot and filled with people running madly here and there as they labored to serve
courses of a condderable feast. She swiped severd gpple tarts and some fruit from one of the sde
tables, then went down a corridor and found a couple of locked doors. She used a little spel to unlock
one. Her night vison was quite good and she found hersdf in a storage room among piles of potatoes
and sacks of flour. She made hersdf visble, sat down on one of the flour sacks and ate her food. The
food cheered her up, but she ill fdt discouraged and wom out, and no closer to finding the dungeons.
At this rate it was going to be avery dow search. She' d only been invisble an hour or so.

She curled up on a pile of old sacks and went to deep. When she woke she fdt better. The clatter
and budtle of the nearby kitchen had gone now. It was probably around midnight. If she was careful she
might be able to wak around without being invisble That was the beauty of being a little girl. No one
noticed you; or if they did, they didn’t worry about you, so you could do anything you liked.

Her good night vison came in handy again as she made her way down the black corridor to the
kitchen. Even so, she narrowly missed treading on a degping scullion. The kitchen fire was now a red
dow of banked embers. She picked her way through the deeping bodies lying around the room. The
kitchen door was not megicaly protected, so she was able to wak though it, but she felt the effort.

Beyond was a dark corridor. At the end of that a wooden stairway led up to the second floor of the
fortress. Fortunatdly the door here was open. She pushed aside the hanging and came into a huge hdl.
Thefire was banked up in here too. Initslight she could make out the degping forms of people and dogs
huddled dl over the floor and benches. Didn't these people have beds to go to? The floor itsdf seemed
to be strewn with some kind of plant matter. A faint rank odor came up fromit.

Dirty Mirayan beasts, thought Marigoth with satisfaction. Ignoring the occasiona degpy mumble, she
picked her way around the wdl until she found a door. She walked through it and, to her great ddight,
found a spird of stone dairs that led both up and down.

The stairwel was wdl lit, and going down it she heard the sound of talking in a room below. Peering
in, she saw three soldiers gtting at their ease a a table, chaiting and drinking some kind of steaming
drink. She wondered for a moment if the dungeons were in the room beyond them—but Ezratah had said
dungeons were likdy to be under afortress, so she dipped down past them.

Soon enough she amdled a nasty animd-like odor of damp earth soaked with stde urine. The prison
Yani had been locked in a Lamartaine had had a smilar sench. She hurried down and peered carefully
around the bottom of the stairs. By the light of a candle she could see a skinny man, gtting with his feet
up on the table and his eyes closed. He could not have been doing more than just dozing in that position.
Beyond him was a dark corridor lit with torches. She sat down, rested for a while. She was damp and
shaking. Ridiculous to be afrad of a bunch of supid Mirayans, she scolded hersdf. It must be the
excitement of finding the place that was making her shiver. Yes, that wasit. It was the excitement.

Taking a deep and quickly regretted breath of that foul ar, she folded the ar around hersdf, became



invisble again and walked down the corridor. There must have been about twenty cdlsin dl. She peered
through the grille on each door. It was so dark in the cdls, she had to use magic to see. There were
people lying adeep in mogt of them. None were women.

She became more and more tired and again her soirits fel. The deadness of the great stone walls
pressed heavily on her. It began to seem impossible that she would ever find Elena.

At the end of the corridor were a couple of cdls with windows. An old man was lying on a wooden
bench in one of these. An ail lamp burned on a stool beside him. Marigoth could hear the sound of his
ragping breething even outsde the door. He did not sound long for this world. Curioudy she pushed
hersdf through the door and into the cell. The old man's eyes were closed. His face was the pae color of
parchment, with blue veins showing through and a blue horse tattoo on his cheek. A Horse Seagani and
one with magicd powers too.

“Old man,” said Marigoth softly. “Old man.”
The old man opened his eyes. He shivered alittle.
“Have you come to take me?’ he rasped. His breath held the scent of rotting lungs

Marigoth was mydified. “No,” she sad. “I just wanted to know something. Is Elena Tari, widow of
Eldene Mori, herein this fortress?’

The old men stared at her till she dmost feared he might have died.

At last he said, “There are no women in this place. | would have heard the guards meking merry with
themif there were. Why have you come here, Guardian?’

“| told you. To find my sgter,” said Marigoth tedtily.
The old man grimaced and suddenly began to cough thunderoudy, shuddering dl over. It dmost
seemed asif hislungs would explode and he would suffocate and die as she watched.

She put her hands on his chest and looked within. It was a mess. Disease had turned his lungs into
masses of scars and the remaining lung flesh was sore and inflamed. Marigoth could see traces of blue
megic within. Had they been trying to hed him or trying to make him sick? She was indlined to believe
hedling, but if that was it, they hadn’t done a very good job. She let a little heding magic flow out of her
to soothe the inflamed places. The old man stopped gasping for air and lay back.

“l remember...” he sad.
“Yes?' sad Marigoth esgerly.

“l remember Tari heding. How soft and good it is” He closed his eyes as if exhausted. “How could
you abandon us?’ he murmured. “It was not our crime. And now the Mirayans...” Tears lesked from
behind his eydids. “They will destroy us”

“Do you know where my sgter is?” demanded Marigoth, irritated by this disolay. She was tired and
her knees shook from the effort of hedling the old man. Was he going to be just like the women in the
wooal factory and want more and more? Did none of them notice that she was just a child?

“No,” sad the old man, continuing to weep. “Are the gods dead or have they just turned away? | no
longer fed them here.”

Suddenly Marigoth fdt sorry for the poor old fdlow.

He would die and return to the Circle of Life soon, and these must be hard thoughts to have a such a
moment.

“Thelifeforce isweek in this place,” she said. “That isdl. Your gods are wdl and wait to welcome
you to a better place.” She continued in thisvein for awhile, but tears continued to trickle out from under



hislids Marigoth was indined to run away and leave this difficult Stuation. Surely no one could blame a
litle girl for acting s0. She could not bring hersdf to do it, however. Instead she thought up away to help.
It involved her usng up her magic on him. Of course!

“Fed thelife spiritinme” she said, putting her hand on his brow and letting the life spirit flow through
her into him. This seemed to relieve hismind and he stopped crying. “Rest now,” she said softly. “Seep.”

When he fdl adeep, she was so exhausted she crawled into a corner of the cdl and fdl adeep on the
dirty straw. She only woke a few hours later a the sound of someone opening the door. Luckily the
guard was too intent on the old man to notice Marigoth in the shadows. She folded the air around hersdlf
and watched with deepy eyes as he fdt the old man's pulse.

He swore, muttered something in his own language and threw the old man's wrigt down in obvious
disgust. He stomped away, dosing the door behind him.

She went over. The old man was dearly dead. She was disturbed and saddened by the sght of this
last great mystery. After dying in this place, had his soul rgoined the great Circle of Life? How sad and
aone his degth had been. Did dl non-Tari dielike that?

But gray light was lesking in the window and she ill had alot of the fortress to explore.

Sill invisgble she pushed open the door and went out, causing the jaler to drop the basket of bread he
was carrying and say afearful prayer.

Chapter 10

It was the morning of the tournament. Y ani rarrthrough the fighter's camp. The sweat on her skin and
the flowing of blood through her veins unclogged musdes tightened by troubled night thoughts. It was
vary early. Few people were girring. The grass was dippery with dew. The morning air was cold, but
clear ky over the hills promised a hot day.

She reached St. Stefan’ s fidd and jogged round it. In the center of the fidd she stopped and looked
up a the fortress.

Elena, she thought. Elenal am here and soon you will be free. Today | will fight my best for you.

By the time she'd run back to her tent, the warrior’s camp was beginning to wake up. Ezratah was
waiting. He'd drawn water for her to wash in, and when she had finished washing and had dressed, he
presented her with breskfast, delicious egg-pancakes that he had brought from the tavern. Ezratah was
not much of a cook. He had begged her with tearsin his eyes to teach him, but there was just no time, so
he had to be content with buying the food. The evidence that he was trying to learn cooking touched her.
Perhaps when he was freed again, he'd thank them for new skills learned, but somehow she doubted it.

She sensed Ezratah tenang and looked up. Duprey was leening againg a tent pole nearby watching
them. She fdt atingle of reckless excitement.

Cool down, Yani, she told hersdf as she beckoned him over. You shouldn't trust any of these men.
They want something from you and you mustn't give it to them.

This made things hard; she fdt for the Seagani. There was no doubt that the Mirayans treated them
unjugly. Her commitment to Elena meant that she could not get involved in Seagani problems, but her
sense of honor drew her to ther cause.



Take last night. The tavern had been full of women and children seeking the Tari’s life blessng. And it
hed seemed so innocently right to agree when Brek asked her to make hersdf available in the town later
today as well, to bless more people. She saw unease in Duprey’s eyes when she agreed. Why? There
hed been no chance to ask him last night. She was glad of the opportunity now.

“l wondered lagt night if it was a good idea,” he explained. “If we have a meeting in the town for you
to give people blessngs, the Mirayans may decide you are a rdigious leader. On the other hand our
womenfolk are annoying the city watch by trying to get onto St. Stefan's fidd to see you, and a mesting
will certainly dleviate that Stuation.”

“l have athing to ask you too,” he continued. “Y ou seemed disturbed lagt night when the bard played
that song of Murrawayee of the faid beauty. Did it make you think of your sster? Does she have this

fad beauty?’
Yani looked at himin astonishment. How well he had guessed it. The thought that he understood her
was oddly exhilarating, like megting a good opponent.

“l cannot redly say if itisfaid beauty,” she sad at lagt. “She's my sdter. Her face is so familiar. But
e is very beautiful. Men have aways followed her around. Only Eldene had a chance to know her
without being distracted by her looks. He was a good man.” She sighed.

“And where exactly did they meet?’ asked Duprey casudly. She looked up and saw a smile in his
eyes. Yani could not help grinning. “He met her where he met her.”

Duprey laughed good-humoredly at her evasion.

Ezratah mugt have heard him laugh, for suddenly he came budtling out of the tent.

“Time to be putting on your armor, lord,” he said. His jealousy was papable.

“Far enough,” sad Yani. “Will you wait, Duprey?’

“Indeed | will. I have a gift for you from the women of Seagan,” he said.

“What isit?’ asked Yani.

“When you have put your armor on,” said Duprey.

“l don't like that man,” muttered Ezratah as Yani came into the tent. “I'm sure he meansyouill, lord.”
“Wdl, | like him. I’d be upset if any harm came to him by any action or inaction of yours, Ezratah.”

Ezratah's scowl showed her that she had been right to speak. More palitics. Why was everything so
complicated?

Ezratah helped her strap on her armor. Then she caled Duprey into the tent and he brought out his
gift, alength of dark green 1k hemmed so thet it could be draped around her as a cloak.

“It's magnificent!” cried Yani. “But how can | take such a codlly gift?’

“Four merchant women made it for you,” he said. “They wanted you to look wel on the fidd of S
Stefan. If you come to the tavern tonight, | will introduce you to them and you may thank them yoursdf
with a blessing.”

“l am not worthy of such attentions. Warriors are despised among the Tari!”

“They do not see things so—they want to show their love for the Tari. They hope you will show the
gft to the rest of your people so that their hearts might be softened.”

Yani turned her face away in shame. This was s0 hard. She mug try and do something for these
people.
“Arethar hearts so cold to us?’ asked Duprey.



“I have little hope,” she said oftly. Then she straightened her back. “But | will do what | can.”
A horn sounded nearby.
“Thereisthe firg cal to ams,” said Duprey.

He shook out the slk and arranged it artisticdly over her shoulders. His touch and the fed of the dlk
on her neck was ddightful. She amiled up a him and he looked down & her, his eyes wide. The air
between them became charged with meaning.

“Lord,” said Ezratah, suddenly thruging his hand dangeroudy into Duprey’s face so that he pulled
away. “Hereis a brooch. Let mefix it for you.”

Somehow he got the corners of the slk away from Duprey, pushed himsdf in between the two of
them and fastened the brooch, frowning ferocioudy dl the time.

“Thank you, Ezratah,” said Yani, gently touching his hand. The mage flushed bright red. “Will you get
my circlet?’

“Yes lord”

Ezratah scurried away, leaving Yani and Duprey to swap amused glances.

“Don't laugh,” said Yani. “It's crud.”

“Aye” sad Duprey. “Tdl me. How protective isthis other sster of yours?’

“Ezratah tried to put an enchantment on me and she made it backfire onto him. But | can't imegine
why you ask,” she continued, eyes twinkling.

“Jugt curious,” said Duprey coally.

Ezratah returned and and handed Yani a cirdet of fresh green leaves, which she placed on her head.
Marigath had put alittle charm on it so that they stayed fresh dways.

Ezratah and Duprey stood back to survey her. Her garb beneath the armor was dark and benesth it
she wore a plan chan mal tunic. Yet the green slk and the fresh green circlet around her hemet
contrasted grikingly with her pale har and skin and made her glow with unearthly magnificence.

“You look like the Queen of Battles” murmured Duprey. “Like Marguerre, Goddess of War,
incarnate.”

Yani threw back her head and laughed.

“What a smooth tongue you have, Duprey,” she said. She shouldn't flirt with the man, but somehow it
was impossble to resst. It added to the excitement of the day.

“Honored to please you, lord,” said Duprey. Suddenly he put out his hand and touched her cheek
lightly with his fingertips. “I bid you good fighting today.”

Than he turned and went quickly away through the door.

The tournament of St. Stefan began with a dlittering parade. Over fifty warriors, in amor and
wespons polished to ther highest shine, marched out onto the fidd before the grandstands. All saluted
the high chigf. The Mirayans mall shirts and plate hdmets were bright and magnificent, and they wore
glk or finelinen surcoats embroidered with ther family emblems. The Eastern Archipeagan fighters dso
looked very grand, though the shabby borrowed wegpons belted at their waists looked odd againg their
finery. The Seagani fighters could not compete with such splendor, but they had decorated themsdves
with their best copper jeweery afld braided ther flowing hair with colored threads. Yani gleamed in her
emerad green cloak, like an unearthly jewe in an iron brooch. She drew many uneasy glances from the



Mirayans, who believed green was unlucky, the color of evil magic.

The warriors bowed to High Chief Scarvan and assembled proudly into neat ranks in the middle of
the fidd. Then a group of mages came onto the fiedd and locked iron neck manacles around the warriors
necks to keep them from uangilliat magic during the combat. While it was unlikdy that any mage could
have used magic wearing chain mail, because of their experience of dvil war and death magic in Miraya,
the Mirayans were immensdy cautious. The neck manacles were much thinner and lighter than dave
manacles and were locked onto both Mirayans and Archipelagans.

After the mages had filed off, a group of Mirayan dergy in black-and-white robes led by a priest in
gold and white came out and blessed fidd by sprinkling water from a bowl a each of its four corners.
The chief priest led a brief prayer in Mirayan, and everyone on the fidd bowed their heads. Out of
politeness Yani joined them.

In the firg draw she had been matched againg one of the strongest of the Archipelagan fighters, a
men from the Tyronic Kingdoms with flaming red hair and expensve armor. The Tyroni might be very
Mirayanized, but they knew who the Guardians were.

The man came up to a page danding near her and said loudly. “Can it be safe to fight one of the
Guardians?’

The Mirayan page looked confused by this question, but Yani knew from experience that people
were sometimes afraid of Tari vengeance if she was hurt. “No one protects me but my own sword, sr,”
she said. “That ismy true word as one of the Guardians. Pray, do not hold back lest you dishonor me.”

The man nodded and went away, looking relieved. The Mirayan page looked more confused than
ever.

At the beginning of each bout the two opponents marched onto the fidd together, bowed to the high
chigf and announced whom they fought for. First two Mirayan warriors fought and then two Archipeagan
ones and so on.

The coal of the morning was the easiest time to fight, but Yani’s sesson was one of the last. She sat
quietly and watched. There were a couple of fighters againg whom she would have liked to pit her blade,
but unfortunately most of them were Mirayans.

Stefan Krysantium fought in the second bout. He fought magnificently and won his fight esslly, though
his opponent was very good. Once his bout was over he strolled back to the competitors enclosure and
sat on the bench near Yani. Mirayans and Archipeagans kept very separate, and his coming unbalanced
this pattern. He struck up a conversation with Yani which pleased her. She could not hdp enjoying the
proximity of this big man. It was more than just the physcdity of two athletes together. He made her fed
andl, an unusud and dightly titillating experience for Yani, who was aways stronger than everybody
else. The two of them talked about armor, training and the ongoing bouits.

Asthey taked Yani could fed disapproval radiating from the Seagani around them. It was a pity.
Krysantium was obvioudy interested in bresking down the barriers between the Seagani and the
Mirayans. She was pleased to see that at least some Mirayans were capable of acting well.

In the middle of the morning there was a break in the contest.
The high chief called Anscom to hisside.

“You'd best tdl your Gibadgee friend to go back to his side of the square,” hissed Monteak in Yani's
ear. “Thismay be trouble”” Yani glared a Monteak. His words seemed petty.

Krysantium did not need tdling. Tenson was thick in the competitor’s square and when Anscom
returned the news was bad. Killon, the chief shaman for whom dl the Horse Seagani were fighting, had
died during the night. Anscom, discouraged, sat with his head in his hands.



“They have killed him,” cried Monteak angrily. “They have killed him so that the Holy Line of Shevd
will be broken and the sacred bowl logt forever.”

“Quig, lad!” said Anscom, Stting bolt upright and speaking sternly. “Prison was no place for a son of
the Great Stalion and now he has escaped it. The Mirayans can do what they like but they will never
break the Holy Line. They have offered us the body for burid so | doubt they have killed him. Five years
inone of ther prisons doubtless accomplished that.”

Anscom told the other Horse Seagani that they should not withdraw from the contest, but should
continue to fight in Killon's honor. Apart from two young men who were close kindred of Killon and
indsted on accompanying his body home, it was a popular suggestion.

“We will show the Mirayans that they have not broken the spirit of the Northern Horsemen,” cried
Monteak.

Brek went to ask the high chief if there could be a break in the tournament for dl the Seagani to show
honor to the shaman, as was proper. The high chief would not hear of it.

“Your fighters must fight today or not a dl,” he said gernly. “Thisis no longer a country of shamans.”

It was a scorching bright day with no wind to gtir the canopy over the difling grandstands. For Duke
Wolf Madraga this fird moming of St. Stefan’s was a test of endurance. Time spent in earshot of
Hierarch Jeromsh aways made him want to punch something and this day he was unlucky enough to be
gtting in the stands right in front of him.

“What a marvelous turnout,” burbled the hierarch yet again, fanning himsdf vigoroudy with his little
wooden fan. “It looks like every Seagani mae in the town has come. A triumph. | redly think we are
findly getting somewhere with these heathens.”

Woaf Madraga groaned inwardly. What a fool! How could someone so out of touch with ordinary
people hope to miniger to ther spiritud needs? Did he not redize that you couldn't force people to
change ther rdigion; that even though you destroyed a peopl€' s places of worship and forced them to
attend your churches, it didn’t actudly mean they had truly become Mirites? How could Scarvan let such
amen dictate policy?

Of course he knew the reason. Scarvan despised the title of high chief. He wanted recognition for his
kingdom from the Petriarch in Miraya. Only Mir could truly bestow crowns and only a good report from
the hierarch, who dso happened to be the patriarch’s cousin (for how ese could such an foolish man
have gained such high office?) could cause the Mirayan patriarch to announce that Alexus Scarvan was
to be cdled King of Seagan by God's will. Patriarchd recognition would make his son's succession
easer and give his rule legitimecy back in Miraya. Persondly Wolf would have done without the
legitimecy. A king needed subjects more than he needed patriarchs, and there were dill a lot more
Seagani in Seagan than there were Mirayans.

Judt at that moment the real reason that dl these Seagani spectators had come out for the St. Stefan's
contest strode onto the fidd to the sound of wild cheers. Yani Tari.

He stood before Scarvan, held up his sword and announced he wished to fight in honor of his missng
Sger, Elena Tari, widow of Eldene Mori.

“My, my,” burbled the hierarch to his dlent secretary. (Slent, no doubt, because ligening to the
Hierarch everyday had rotted his brain.) “An impressve-looking fdlow, is't he? But fighting for the
honor of his Sster? Oh-no-no! He has completely mistook the reason for this competition. We shdl have
to send priests to have alittle talk with him.”

Idiot, thought Wolf. Could the hierarch not see how dangerous this dl was? Yani Tari had been in



Olbia two days, and dready he was providing the Seagani with a focus for rebdlion. Both previous
Horse Seagani warriors had proclaimed that they were fighting in honor of their dead shaman Killon, but
Woalf knew from his spies that the idea had originated with Yani. Very worrying. Although Wolf knew
that none of his own Eastern Seagani vassa's were part of the Tari circle, unrest in Southern Seagan might
eedly spread to his own fiefdom. The Eastern Seagani dill loved the Tari too.

From his vantage point Wolf could see that a least Prince Scarvan understood the danger. Even
though he knew how serious the Stuation could become, the Sght dill filled Wolf with pleasure. Let him
auffer! The stupid bully! 1t astonished him how much he could hate the man for enjoying Elena Mori’s
favors and how hard it was to hide.

He turned his atention to the fidd. Mir! This brother of Elena's was a dazzing fighter. His Tyroni
opponent was good and knew wel how to use a bastard sword, but the Tari was as quick and neat as
aunlight on waves. He danced easlly out of the way of some thrusts and those he parried, he parried with
devadaing effect. He was very young and not very muscular-looking, but he must be very strong. Wolf
might have suspected him of usng magic had it not been for the iron ring round his neck. Soon he began
to suspect that the Tari was prolonging the bout. His thrusts were quick and clever but not pursued to
their fullest. Then findly, with a quick twigt of the wrigt and a dang of sted on stedl, the Tari dashed the
sword from his opponent’ s hand.

Swedting heavily, both fighters pulled off ther helmets, bowed at the high chief and thanked each
other for the bout as was prescribed in the rules of St. Stefan. The Tyroni seemed dazed. Yani's eyes
were full of happy enjoyment. He does not fear us at dl, thought Wolf suddenly. He thinks he isimmune.

Logicdly this meant the Tari was a fool, but the thought disturbed him. The Lady of Birds dso
seemed to think hersdf immune. In fact Wolf sometimes wondered if the Lady of Birds was indeed
immune Look a how she dipped in and out of his carefully warded castle a will. At other times he was
amog certain she was just a clever illusonis, no more dangerous than any other mage.

Ealy that very morning he' d been standing adone at the prow of his ship, unable to deep for thinking
of Elena Mori, when he'd seen something flying toward him. It was the Lady of Birds dressed in green,
but instead of arms she had wings. She circled above the ship for a time, her long robes and golden hair
sreaming out behind her, swooping and turning so gracefully that he was trandfixed. It was only after she
hed landed softly on the deck beside him that he had thought to warn her to be careful.

She had replied amilingly, “Wha makes you think anyone dse can see me?’ and he had turned and
Seen that the watchman was quite oblivious.

Was that power or clever illuson?If the Tari redly were as powerful as the legends said why weren’t
they ruing Yarmar ingtead of the Mirayans?

He shot a glance at Scarvan. The prince was taking heetedly to his Seagani dirty-tricks boy, Doocat.
Woalf knew exactly what was being said. Scarvan’s answer to Stuations like this was dmogst dways
assassindtion. A few months ago the Duke would have hurried down to Scarvan’'s Sde (ectudly he
would have been gtting at Scarvan’'s sde) to prevent anything too hasty being planned. No longer! Let
the stupid bastard make such mistakes and wind up frying in his own juices.

It was taking Marigoth al morning to look around the rest of the fortress for she had to keep stopping
and regting every hour or so. On her travels she took a good look at the way Mirayans lived and found it
to be predictably, stisfyingly supid.

That morning, when she returned to the great hdl from the dungeons she sumbled upon some kind of
reigious ceremony. Priests in thar black-and-white robes were blessng the men and women who knelt
on the rushes. At the front of the hal was a little litter with the wooden datues of two people with



sunburgts above their heads. Invighle in her fold of ar, she went up and touched the cheeks of each
datue, but there was no power in them. With a kind of wonder she looked down &t the people kneding
with their hands clasped in supplication. What strange people to worship such inanimate bits of wood.

After wandering away through severa floors and corridors, she found her way to the women's
quarters, where she hoped to find Elena. Getting in was not easy. This part of the fortress was totdly
walled off from the rest, and only one heavily barred and magicaly warded door led into it.

Why have such quarters? Were Mirayan men redly so impossbly lustful? Ezratah hadn't seemed as
dangerous as dl that. After dl there were sarving women moving fredy about dl over the cadtle. If the
sght of women filled Mirayan men with uncontrollable desire, it seemed pointless to let some of them
roam about and not others. It was obvioudy too ridiculous a reason to bother understanding. She waited
until the door to the women's quarters was unbolted for a serving woman to enter, created a diverson by
knocking over a candlestick farther down the hal and then, making hersdf visble very briefly, dipped in
the door before the servant turned around again.

Mogt of the fortress was grand, but the women's quarters on the top floor of the fortress were truly
amazing. Wonderfully carved wooden divans were strewn with bright slken cushions and the wals were
hung with gay hangings. The boards of the floor were polished to a warm brown gloss. Despite hersdf,
Marigoth was impressed by this way of living, though the rooms were terribly hot and quffy with an
overpowering smdl of perfume.

Almog dl of the women here were richly dressed Mi-rayans. A group of young women sat in the firgt
of the rooms, ther hair covered with white linen scarves and sewing in ther laps. They were not working,
however, but whispering and giggling to each other. Every now and then they darted quick glances a a
door ganding gar a the other end of the room. Marigoth went up to that door. There was just enough
space to dip through it. The amdl of perfume was even stronger here. Insde a large group of older
women, even more colorfully and richly dressed and with elaborate embroidered head scarves, was
seated before a series of openings in the wall. The openings were covered with a dense lattice of iron
which made it quite shady in the room. The women were seated on divans and cushions and watching
something outside, through the grate.

Elena was not among the women. Having ascertained this, Marigoth became curious about what was
heppening outside the window. She could not push in among the women without them noticing her, but
she was able to see by flying up onto the top of abig cupboard by the door.

Directly below was the tournament fidd with the fighters dl lined up and a priest doing something. She
could even see Yani dressed in alovely dark green cloak. Marigoth was tired again, so she reclined there
comfortably for some time and even watched the firg fight, which was revalting. The women below
appeared to find it excting, laughing and chattering among themselves in thelr strange, hissy sounding
language. Stupid creatures.

Growing bored, Marigoth jumped down from the cupboard, stole a handful of sweetmests and
wandered away through the rest of the rooms. No sgn of Elena anywhere. Marigoth found a big
curtained bed made of scented sandawood in one of the rooms and, drawing the curtains, climbed onto
it and let hersdf rest awhile By then it was a litile before midday. She managed to dip out of the
women's quarters while servants were bringing in trays of food. It did not take her long to search the rest
of the fortress and to find hersdf, very dissatisfied, standing on the battlements which ran around the
doping lead roof. Above her the huge red dragon flag flapped lazly in the breeze.

Damn, she thought. Don't tdl me that pig was tdling Yani the truth after dl. She had fdt certain he
was aliar. What did Mirayans know about the truth? But where could Elena be? In one of the houses in
the city’? She looked out over the town and her heart sank. There were so many houses!

She wandered irritably dong the battlements, peering into the yards beneath to see if she'd missed



any likdy place. There were a lot of wooden buildings, stables, a brew house, but nothing that looked
vary secure. Maybe in the gate house? It didn't look big enough, but she would check it on her way out
of the fortress.

Guards paced past her, their heavy armor shining in the midday sun and their faces red with swest.
Stupid Mi-rayans would get heatstroke dressed like that. She tripped a couple of them up for good
measure and ran away before she started laughing doud at ther pathetic attempts to find the cause of
ther fdls That was when she saw another hope and let out a ydl of ddight, which confused the
unfortunate guards even more.

On the sde of the fortress that faced the sea two matching stone towers had been built into the wall.
What a perfect place to keep secret captives!

Chapter 11

“One of the other Guardians has been to the wool settlement,” said Brek to Anscom and Duprey.
“Tusk says she undid the dave rings on some of their necks,”

It was the middle of the afternoon. The contest was over for the day and the three of them stood
together beside Anscom’s tent. Within the open tent, Killon's body had been lad out on a bier. Fighters
of dl the Seagani tribes were filing past it to pay ther respects and gathering nearby to wait until the
rituas to prepare the body for its journey home were finished.

Anscom shot Brek a startled look. “Do you think they are planning to help the Mori? One of their
kind married the Mori war leader.”

“Bad for Wolf Madraga and the Easterners if they do,” said Brek. “But the daves said the Guardian
was looking for her sgter there”

“She’'d do better to ook in Scarvan’s bed,” grunted Anscom.
“True. Yet if she'd planned to release the Mori, surely they would be gone by now.”

“Mages are odd creatures,” said Anscom thoughtfully. “Tari mages mugt be surpassingly strange. It
could just have been awhim.”

“Exactly,” said Brek. “All we can know isthat her actions have benefited us. She undid the dave ring
of ayoung Mori mage, who has now released most of the other magesin the compound. Severad Seagani
of our tribe and one or two of yours”

“Do they have plans to escape?’

Brek shrugged. “If they can.” He had decided not to mention to Anscom that he aready had men out
collecting weapons for a potential dave breakout. The fewer people who knew, the better.

“Here he comes,” said Duprey, who had been standing watchfully beside them.
Yani had bathed and changed. Anscom caled out as he came up.

“Lord Yani. We hoped that you might bless Killon's body that he may go peacefully into the other
world.”

“It would be an honor,” said the Tari solemnly. “Tdl me, what do your people say about the state of
the body? Did he die of naturd causes?’



“Yes” sad Anscom. “Lung disease. Thereis even some sgn that they tried to hed him. Though they
would have done better to feed and clothe him properly.”

“Yes, | have seen Mirayan jals” said Yani. “The spirits of disease live happily there. | am a your
sarvice, then”

Anscom took Yani to the head of Killon's bier. Yani lad her hands on the dead shaman’s forehead
and wished hm a safe journey through the spirit world into the great Circle of Life Then she
concentrated on the life spirit, letting it flow from her into the wresth of leaves that decorated his bier.
Severd of the wreeths burgt into flower. The air was filled with the sweet perfume of oring blossoms.
There was a cry of pleasure from among the watchers. Surdy after such a Tari blessing, the shaman's
soul would reech its proper destination.

At amation from Anscom, the bearers lifted up Killon's bier, brought it out of the tent and put it on
the cart. The cart had been decorated with sheaves of whest and the fidd flowers of late summer had
been twined into the horses' manes. A pottery horse was placed on Killon's chest.

A procession formed around the cart. At the head of the procession were the two shamans Anscom
hed brought with him from Northern Seagan to attend to Kil-lon had they won his release. Thar
presence was fortunate because reigious edicts had diminated loca shamans who would have performed
the kinds of rituals necessary for Killon's spirit journey and for megicaly preserving his body for the long
trip home.

One of the Shamans carried a wide shdlow drum which he beat steadily intime, and the other carried
the two pieces of a broken bowl symbalizing the death of a shaman. Behind the cart the warriors and
their followers formed a procession. In time with the besats of the drum, they began snging a dirge for the
dead. All Seagani, no matter what thair tribe, knew this funerd dirge. Although each of the four triba
groups regarded different gods as paramount, the pantheon of gods they bdieved in and many other
aspects of ther rdigion were the same. Like many of the other tribes in the Archipdago they shared a
bdief in the Great Circle of Life with the Tari.

Anscom came to Brek’s side. “When we get to the Holy Spring at Calospie...”
“Thereis no haly spring at Calospie anymore,” said Brek hitterly. “The Gibadgee destroyed it.”

“Thereisdill water there. We will stop to drink there and | will send the warriors back. Duprey is to
day too. He is clever and knows the Gibadgee. Trust his advice. | have made them vow loydty to the
Tari. We mug not dlow him to be hurt.”

“| have an escape boat ready. Asyet | think the Mi-rayans are too confused to know to hate him.”

“Timewill change that,” said Anscom. He looked back to where the Tari was dill ganding outside the
funerd tent. “Do you think thisis asgn that thingswill improve?’

“l do not know,” said Brek. “The man himsdf is an honorable, meraful being. | will do my best to
protect him from the Gibadgee.”

“We are both Seagani againg the Gibadgee,” said Anscom. “Fght well, chieftain Brek.”
He gave the 9gn and the procession began to move.

Had Brek been free to do so he would have waked with the procession. But that very morning—well
before they had had news of Killon's desth—he had sent messages around the town that Yani would be
on the harbor beach a Olbia when the big Mirayan church rang five bells.

He was trying to head off trouble. The previous night Cadlian, the captain of the ity watch, had come
complaning that women were trying to get onto St. Stefan’s field in order to see the Tari. He demanded
something be done to stop them. Brek was not fool enough to try and stop the women from doing what
they wanted. A man might as wel try to sem the tide. If he gave them another chance to get ther



blessngs, they would gladly keep away from St. Stefan’ s fidd.

The harbor beach had seemed like a good place to have such a gathering. Seagani daves who had
difficulty traveling fredy outside the city wals were usudly alowed to go down onto the beach to barter
with fishermen and other traders. Still with a mind to avoiding trouble, he sent four of his warriors ahead
with Yani and organized the rest of them to follow behind in smal groups so that the Mirayans would not
be darmed by any show of force.

When they came around the edge of the city and saw the harbor beach, however, Brek redized that
dl his efforts at subtlety had been wasted. The beach was packed with people.

Could they dl be here to seethe Tari?

Brek had not thought so many of the Seagani in Olbia dill followed the old ways. Most of the free
Seagani now attended Mirayan church services. Yet those people, both men and women, were here
aong with the daves. Even the richly dressed and veiled women from the greet merchant families had
come. Perhaps they had not changed so very much after all.

“What the hdl isthis?’ snarled Duprey in his ear. “Couldn’t you have picked a place more away from
Mi-rayan eyes, you fool 7’

“If you can tdl me where such a place exists | would be glad to move there,” retorted Brek.
He was hdf indined to cdl the Tari back, but it was too late.

Yan had aready moved into the crowd and the lads accompanying him, bless them, had begun
organizing people so that they could file past im one by one. He began to understand where he had gone
wrong.

He had underestimated the despair of his people.

From his own experience Brek knew how hard life was for Seagani under Mirayan rule. Even the
wedthy merchant families had difficulties with the Gibadgee. They monopolized the best trade and
treated even the most Mirayanized Seagani with contempt. For ordinary Seagani it was daly becoming
harder and harder to make aliving. Taxes were congantly higher. There were dways myserious reasons
for Seagani land to be confiscated, or for a Seagani harvest to go to the Mirayan lord, or for why
Gibadgee bully boys could not be stopped from seding Seagani crops. Who were they to apped to in
these matters? Everyone knew the Mirayan judges aways awarded the cases to Mirayans. Brek knew of
anumber of farmers who had smply sold themsdlves and their families into davery with a decent madter,
and who now tilled their old lands as serfs because the sruggle to stay independent had become too
hard. It was better than having to sdl yoursdlf to the highest bidder in a moment of crigs.

Even those who were not daves seemed suddenly to have logt the right to travel where they wanted
and to make the choices they used to make.

And the greatest outrage of dl, the shamans whom they had gone to for hedling and solace had been
driven away or burned at the stake. The worship of Nezrhus was forbidden. Her sacred places had been
horribly defiled. Soon her anger would surdy be visted upon them. Perhaps it had dready come.
Children went unblessed, the dead unshriven. The only blessers and grivers were the fearsome
Gibadgee priests, who believed in swords and painted wooden statues, and who turned their back on the
life force. How could you tdl a celibate Mirayan priest about your problems with your wife or
mother-in-law?

Yet what could you do about the Gibadgee but placate them and hope they would stay nice? As
severd rebdlions had proved, they were so much stronger than you.

Now here was a Tari waking among them again. In the old days when the Tari had traveled the land,
they had aways brought goodness with them. They had been able to hed seemingly untreatable illnesses,



to drive awvay plagues, to bring peace when there was warfare. They never interfered with people's
beliefs. They were aholy people in themseves—a bridge between this world and the world of the pirit.
Nezrhus and the other gods had showed their specid love for them by giving them great powers over the
eements. Some of the most powerful Tari could even grant speech with the gods. The presence of one
here, even in so drange a garb as that of a warrior, was a dgn of hope that Seagani hands grabbed
hungrily for.

Brek was caught between dismay a how huge the crowd was and the naturd dation of a leader who
suddenly finds there are people to be led.

Meanwhile Duprey kept cursng in his ear. He pointed to the members of the ever-vigilant city watch,
who were dready collected at the ity gate.

“You foal,” he hissed angrily. “You'll get her killed.”
Brek’s eyes widened. Her?
Duprey stopped cursing Brek and cursed himsdf.

“And if | find you have made use of that piece of knowledge, I'll gut you with a blunt knife” he
hissed.
“Be cdm Duprey,” sad Brek. “I have no intention... Can you not see that populaity is its own

protection? | have shown the Mirayans Yard's popularity. Now they will not dare to harm her, er, him.
They do not want rioting during St. Stefan’s.”

He was not sure how much he believed his own argument, but there was little to be done now. He
sent some of hiswarriors to urge the people who had aready been blessed to go home. He was sure that
the Mirayans would not alow people to gather in such large numbers.

There was nothing ese to do but let things unfold. He looked down a Yani. A woman, hey! Wel,
that was perfectly believable now that he knew it.

My, my, he thought, amiling sweetly to himsdf. Think how mortified the Gibadgee would be if they
found out that the mighty fighter on their beloved St. Stefan’ s fidd was a woman. This just gets better and
better.

Sure enough, before Yani had blessed hdf the crowd on the beach, the captain of the dty watch
came through the gate. With him was Hierarch Jeromsh himsdlf. Brek’s heart came into his mouth at the
sght. Captain Cadlian was a reasonable man but the hierarch... There is no man more dangerous than a
powerful foal.

Brek moved to intercept them. Duprey followed him like a shadow, dill furious and muttering thrests
of death.

“Oh, shut up!” hissed Brek findly. “Thisisatime to be sicking together. Kill me when the worst has
happened. | won't care then.”

“Brek!” said Cadlian as they came up to him. “1 might have known you were behind this. Who gave
you permisson to have ardigious gathering? Thisisillegd and you know it.”

“l beg pardon, Highnesses” said Brek, bowing as humbly as possble. How he wanted to kick
himsdf when he spoke like this But it worked with the Mirayans even though they despised him for it.
“It'snot ardigious gethering. It's for the women—they think it's lucky to be touched by a Tari.”

“Rubbish,” cried the hierarch. “You are taking rubbish. Thisis an inault to Our Lord Mir. | demand
you break this up, captain.”

“Worshipfulness, it's mosly women and children. They were trying to get onto St. Stefan’s fidd and
bothering the guards, so | thought this would be a good idea. They were determined to get the blessng.



Y ou know how women are. They mean no harm redlly.”

“Mirayan women do as they are told,” snapped the priest. “Ther obedience is the glory of our
cvilizetion.”

Much you' d know about women, cdlibate bastard, thought Brek.

“We re going to have to put a stop to this” said Cadian. “The hierarch is right. It can’t be alowed.
Are you going to break thisup or do | have to? Don't think | won't.”

“l will do as you wish,” said Brek sadly. He turned to push hisway to Yani’'s sde.

But Duprey had dready set out and had just reached Yani. Brek, Cadlian and the hierarch watched
him speak into Yani's ear.

The Tari turned a shocked and reproachful face to the Mirayans by the city gate. Then she addressed
the crowd, tdling them that the Mirayans forbade the blessings and that they must now go home quietly.

The crowd gave a muffled groan of disgppointment. Many turned to stare angrily at the Mirayans, but
there was fear in ther eyes too. The many women with children clutched them and began to move
quickly back toward the gate. People dill remembered last year’s riot over the destruction of the holy
goring of Calospie when the city watch had fired crossbows and bolts of magicd fireinto the crowd.

“Good Seagani, let us go in harmony,” said Y ani.

“May the blessngs of the life force be with dl of you.” She turned and dimbed up the the seawal
steps and walked back toward St. Stefan’s fidd. The four warriors Hill walked behind her, good lads
thet they were. Duprey limped off after them.

As she passed the hierarch and city watch captain Caglian, Yani gave alook of blatant disgpprova...
As Brek expected, the hierarch resented the assumption of equdity in that look. “Why didn’'t you arrest
him?’ cried the hierarch angrily at Cadian. “They will surdly continue their pagan worship dsewhere.”

He spoke in Mirayan. Brek was dways careful to pretend not to understand.

“They dispersed quietly,” said Cadian. “I’'m not sure they would haveif I'd arrested him. There were
many children and valuable dave women in that crowd. Andif | arrest him, | run the risk of making hm a
focus or even a martyr.”

“l order you to arrest him,” shouted the hierarch.

“| take my orders from Prince Alexus” said Cadlian. It seemed Cadlian had no better opinion of the
hierarch’s sense than anyone dse. “If | receive orders from him to arrest this Tari | will gladly do so. But
| will advise im not to order it, unless you want your precious St. Stefan’'s disrupted by rioting.”

“l wonder about your soul, captain,” said the Hierarch bitterly.

The late afternoon light had changed to the soft light of evening. A red sun was dipping benesth the
horizon.

A white sea hawk which had been preening on awooden post behind them suddenly took off, letting
out a screech, dartling everybody.

Marigoth ran quickly down through the fortress, though not too quickly to miss the opportunity to trip
over asarvant carying atray of bread and fruits or to sted some of the food. She got easly out of the
door of the kitchens, raced around to the sde of the fortress and then across the cobblestones to the
towers.

The blue runes shining on the door of the nearest tower brought her up short. It was very heavily



warded. This annoying fact filled Marigoth with hope—an important royd prisoner with a child was
certain to be highly protected. She went over to the door of the other tower. Blue runes there as well.
She would just have to hang about until someone came out or in.

Jugt then the door of the firg tower opened. She half-sprinted, haf-flew back to it as a mage came
out. Fortunately for her he had forgotten something and ducked back into the tower just as she came up.
She indantly made hersdf vigble to dip through the warding and managed to make hersdf invisble agan
before the mage noticed. By the time he had gone out the door again, Marigoth was dready up the dairs
and running excitedly around the tower, peering into room after room on each levd. She was certain
Elenawould be there, but she found only store rooms and a couple of bedrooms. Then suddenly she was
inabig room at the top of the tower.

Oh, no! Where was Elena?

She sat down on a great carved chair with a sound of disgust. Elenawill be in the other tower, she
told hersdf, though once again hope was wavering.

Thisroom was obvioudy a laboratory for mages. Shelves of big glassjarsfull of dried things lined the
wadls and asmdl pile of crystas lay on the table beside alarge flat bowl of water and an oversized book
ful of writing. She curioudy flipped over afew of the pages, peering at the pictures. They were interesting
but she could make out nothing of the words. She touched them tentatively with the tip of her finger.
Much as she hated to admit such a thing about the Mirayans, there was power in those words. Not
power she could understand, however.

There were other things here that made her curious. Severd structures built of wood and gring and
pieces of metd lay on one of the tables. What were they for? Why was there a big looking glass? She
touched its cool surface. Then her eye fdl on a pile of cards beside the mirror. They looked just like
playing cards but. .. what were those funny red shapes on them? Sorting through them she saw that they
bore only a passng resemblance to the cards she knew.

“Little one, what are you doing?’ scraped a voice in her ear. She jJumped, saw a par of ydlow eyes
peering into hers, squeaked with fright and dropped the cards dl over the floor.

Theydlow eyes stared out of the mirror—out of the face of a big black hairy thing with the face of a
goat and fangs of a cat.

Suddenly dl her senses were screaming with horror. Life Sucker! Unbeing of the Abyss.

“Demon!” she shrieked in terror. It lunged forward at her, pressng squashy two-fingered hands and a
corpse-white bdly covered with lumps againg the glass.

“Comé!” it hissed urgently. “Come here.”

Each word was like a tug on a rope. The thing drew her. Mindless with terror, Marigoth was pulled
toward it. A demon. The true predator of dl life force.

Suddenly Timmic's training snapped into play. She found the words of power, words of digodling.
Thefird magica words her foster father had ever taught her.

She spoke them.
There was a hiss and the mirror was empty.

What next? What next? Her mind found the well-learned path. With trembling hands, she pulled chak
out of her pouch and drew runes of hiding on her chest.

As she did 0 she heard a door close below.

Terrified again she looked around the room for a hiding place, saw that the cards were dl over the
floor, stopped in panic-stricken indecison, heard footsteps in the stairwell and dived for a long curtain.



The moment she was behind it she redlized that whoever entered would not be able to see her anyway.
She'd been =0 terrified she'd forgotten that she was 4ill invisble to humans. You stupid thing, she
scolded hersdf. Somehow the words made her fed strong again. It was too late to pick up the cards.
She would just have to hope this mess did not stand out.

The door opened and a young Mirayan man in mage robes entered. He was very handsome for a
Mirayan, with golden har and beautiful deep blue eyes. “Anyone here?’ he cdled, peering around the
room.

Reassured by the slence he went over to the mirror. He noticed the cards but merdly kicked them out
of hisway. He put his hand on the mirror.

“Snub! Shub!”
In an ingant, the demon was there in the mirror. Marigoth jumped back involuntarily.

The demon let out a loud scraping yowl and banged on the mirror's surface. It was horrible and she
could 4ill fed its hunger. As its ydlow goat eyes searched the room, she fdt certain that the runes of
hiding concealed her.

“Whereisthe life mage?’ it growled, chewing its teeth.

It rubbed its lumpy white belly obscendly againg the glass. Now Marigoth could see that those lumps
were dozens of lurid pink nipples interspersed with big black tufts of hair.

“Where is the life mage?’ it demanded again, in a sound that combined thunder and the scraping of a
finger on glass.

“What are you taking about?’ asked the mege irritably.

The demon closed its mouth with an audible snap and disappeared. The mage looked annoyed and
tapped on the empty mirror.

“Shub? Come back here”

The mage was coaxing the demon back as if they were old friends. Was he a complete fool? Didn't
hefed the pull of the Abyss? Was this a part of Mirayan magic—talking to demons as if they were cats?
Maybe he was a death mage. Terifying thought! But Ezratah had said Mi-rayans hated that kind of
megic The demon did back into the mirror, looking like a sulky child. But it clearly wasn't one. Marigoth
fdt the power of its emptiness pulling at her. It was like a snk hole into which the whole world could
eedly have been sucked. How could the mage act asif it were nothing?

“Wha?' it pouted, siffing the ar and peering around the room again. “What do you want, Lev
Madraga?’

“Show me the woman again, Shub,” he begged urgently. “ Show her to me”
Elenal He knew where she was!

“Why?" said the demon grumpily. “What have you ever done for me?’
“Shub, Shub don't be like this”

“I'm hungry,” said Shub.

Lev Madraga glared at it. He amost seemed surprised by its request. “Oh, so that's your game, is it?
W, take yoursdf off, then. You'll get nothing from me.”

The mirror emptied again.

“Shit!” muttered Lev. “To hdl with you, then.” He didn’'t seem to see how ironic his words were. He
began to move around the room restlesdy.



He picked up dl the cards and tossed them on the table. Then he made a spdl over the bowl of
water, which he peered into. But he was not concentrating—his eyes were full of inner Sght. Suddenly he
let out a snort of frudration and started back toward the mirror.

Hafway over he stopped. His eyes had fdlen on the pile of crystals. He picked up a couple of them
and stood there for a moment weighing them thoughtfully in his hands.

“Yes” hesad softly. “Yes” Then he said something in Mirayan.

He went quickly back over to the big open book, flipped over to a back page and checked the
writing. “Yed” he breathed again.

Then he turned both crystds in his hands and spoke a few words to them. Marigoth was impressed
with the amount of blue light he produced. It was much more than Ezratah made when he did spells.

The crystd's began to glow blue. With alook of satisfaction he shoved them in his pocket and strode
out of the door.

Quickly Marigoth followed.

Chapter 12

As he dipped through the front door of the tower, Lev Madraga suddenly disappeared. Guessng his
direction Marigoth scampered over to the door of the West tower. She stared a where he should be and
soon she could make out his blurry outline. Hisinvighility spdl must work differently from hers.

Lev had stuck asmdl piece of resin on each crystal. Now he put them carefully over certain points in
the warding on ether sde of the door. He held his wrig in his other hand to keep it from shaking and
when the find crysta was stuck into place, he heaved a 9gh of rdief. The web of blue magic had now
disappeared from over the tower door. He must be very powerful to be able to do something like this.

Then Lev cast a midirection illuson as he went into the tower; the two big burly women gtting at a
table drinking wine out of ajug did not notice the door opening. The mage crept lightly up the stairs until
hewas out of earshot of the women. Then he sprinted softly up the last couple of levels, Marigoth hard
on his heds.

The door at the top was locked and barred, but Lev opened a covered peephole in the wal and
peered through it.
Marigoth wanted to push him asde and take alook hersdf. She toyed with the idea of going through

the door and looking, but she was nervous about the mage being so close. She decided to wait till he
stepped away. Surdy Elena was behind this door.

“Oh, yed Yes!” he was saying softly. His face flushed and took on a horribly drooly expression.
Marigoth could not help feding that these were good Sgns. Men tended to look a Elena like this, the
horrible beasts.

Suddenly Lev stood back. He stared into space for a moment, biting hislip and then seemed to come
to a decison. After looking around carefully he unlocked the door with a flash of blue magic and opened
it.

He went in so quickly that Marigoth was unable to dip in with him. Cursing, she looked into the
peephole.



Elena was there! Hooray!
She was gitting at the window, combing her hair. Her arms seemed to be dl dirty.
When she saw the mage, she jumped up.

Marigoth couldn’t hear anything clearly, but Elena had obvioudy never seen him before. She seemed
to be demanding to know who he was.

Lev ignored her words and amply went toward her. Elena cried out and backed away, obvioudy
frightened.

Marigoth fdt sick with panic. What should she do now?

The mage was meking caming movements with his hands, but he kept going toward her. Elena kept
backing off. She was halding the comb like a wegpon and looking for other better weapons. But there
was only a bed in the room. Marigoth didn’t want to reved hersdf, but...

Lev lunged at Elena

Marigoth pressed through the door, passng dowly through its thick substance. As she came out on
the other sde, she saw the mage had Elena on the floor and was on top of her. As Marigoth darted
toward them, Elena hissed in a voice full of loathing,

“What? Will you rape me too? Then get it over with. Don't waste my time.”

It was as if she had hit him. Lev pulled back with a look of shock on his face and Elena scrambled
away just as Marigoth, who had lunged a them, missed them both and fdl flat againgt the hard floor.

“No!” said the mage, eyes big and horrified. “That’s not... It'snaot...”

Marigoth struggled to her feet and staggered with rage toward the mage, but there was no need. He
was up off the floor now, one hand on his mouth. “I’'m sorry,” he muttered. “I'm sorry.” He made other
confused noises and raced out the door.

He was not so upset that he forgot to turn the lock behind him, however. Elenaran after im and tried
it anyway. When she was certain it was locked, she sank down on the floor, put her head in her hands
and wept.

Marigoth ran over to comfort her.

Elena started up with a cry and Marigoth redized that she was il invisble. She made hersdf vishle
and threw her arms around her weeping sigter.

“Mai!” cried Elena. “Oh, Mari. Isit redly you? Oh, Mari, hdp me”

She buried her face in Marigoth’s shoulder and wept even harder. Marigoth saw that what she
thought was dirt on her sgter’s arms were bruises. Big purple and blue bruises. She found that she was

weeping too.

It was dmogt dark when Yani returned to her tent. She worried that Marigoth was not back yet, but
there was nothing she could do. She accepted the hot food Ezratah offered her and asked him if he
would mind preparing her a bath. Of course he was ddighted to. She was glad that the task kept him too
busy to hover over her, for she had had enough of people for the day. She had blessed and spoken
comfortingly to what seemed like hundreds of them. She ached dl over asif she had fought dl day. How
did shamans do this Suff dl the time? Was this the redl reason the Tari had cut themsalves off?

Sheintime managed to stop Ezratah adding scented ail to the bath. “I don’'t want to amdl like a girl
going courting,” she told him, as she shooed him out of the tent.



“Now you keep watch. | don't want to see anyone but Marigoth.”

She undressed and got into the bath. To one used to washing in a bucket of cold water, this was
amaogt shamefully luxurious. She lay back in the warm water and relaxed.

Suddenly the the tent flap flew open. Marigoth burst in, dragging Ezratah by the har, and threw him
on the floor.

“Come on!” she screamed. “ Get up, you worthless Pig.”

She dragged him up off the ground by his harr and pulled him toward the bath. “Yani's feet need
licking clean. Get over there and do it, dave.”

Ezratah was happy to come closer. He was naked, but for a loin cloth. He kndt beside the bath,
amaog trembling with eagerness, put out his tongue and bent toward Yani's fedt.

“Stop it!” screamed Yani, pushing his head away.

“What's wrong with him?’ shouted Marigoth. “Why should you deep aone, Yani? Why not use him
the way Scarvan uses our Sster? He' s young and capable.” Then she kicked himin the groin so hard that
hefdl over and lay writhing on the ground.

“Stop it, Marigoth!” shouted Yani, legping out of the bath. She grabbed a towed and draped it over
her, throwing herself between Marigoth and the curled-up body of the groaning mage. Her mind was full
of sharp raven thoughts. She pushed Marigoth awvay from him.

“Leave hm done. HE' s done you no harm.”

“Scarvan keeps her locked up and he comes in and uses her whenever he feds like it. And another
men tried to too, while | was there. They make her into a thing. Flthy bastard Mirayansl She's covered
in bruises from them. Well I’'m going to get my revenge, I’'m going to make this mage...”

“No, youwill not!” shouted Yani. She grabbed Mari-goth’s am and said, “We are Tari. We do not
lower oursdlves to this leve. This mage—this particular man—has done nothing to you and you will do
nothing to him. If you want revenge, take it on Scarvan.”

“Hewould have... he would have used you just so. HE's a Mirayan.”

“We don’'t know that. And don't fool yoursdf. It's not just Mirayans. Thisis what happens to women
captives”
But Marigoth was not ligening.

“Bitch,” she screeched. “How can you not care? She said she lies there like a rag doll hoping he will
tire of her, but he doesn’t. She used to druggle and rage, but she redized that he liked it. What kind of
person likes that? He won't even let her have proper clothes.”

Yani shook Marigoth, furious.

“How dare you? Of course | care. But | expected this Why should our sgter be different because
sheisour sster? And how does this behavior hep release her?’

Suddenly Marigoth put her face in her hands and burst into tears.
“Get out of here” Yani cdled to Ezratah.

Ezratah somehow managed to get up on his hands and knees and crawl out through the tent flgp. Yani
put her ams round her Sdter.

“We can do nothing about the past,” she said, quietly rubbing Marigoth’s back. “Later there will be
time for grieving, but now we must get Elena away.”

“She would not come,” sobbed Marigoth. “Oh, Yani! | had to leave her there after everything she



told me. It's Alyx. That man has hidden Alyx. He will kill her if Elena escapes. He has even had her
besten to make Elena obedient.”

“Curse him. May his soul be eaten by demons” shouted Yani. Indgde her head the raven was
dhrieking for vengeance. She struck the wooden bath with her figt so hard thet a dat broke and water ran
out dl over the floor. A terrible anger roiled insde Yani, but at last she got it under control. She took a
deep bregth.

“Wdl then, how do we find Alyx?’

After many hours of taking and weeping, Marigoth was findly cam enough to snk into a heavy,
exhausted dumber. She was dill very much a twelve-year-old for dl that she had lived for twenty-three
years. Looking a Marigoth, Yani wondered if she would ever grow up now. She had dways responded
badly to the way people treated Elena. Elena had even worried that some of her own experiences had
fuded Marigoth's determingtion to stay a child. Now this... It would make anyone frightened of
becoming a woman.

Yani wished she could deegp too, but her head was filled with unwelcome images of what it mugt be
like for Elena. How loathsome this violation was. How the abused senses must harden smply to bear the
experience. Did the senses ever soften again? Surdly the act of love mugt be tainted ever after.

And little Alyx. The very thought of her being beaten... Yani clenched her fists. Hot angry tears
leaked from between her squeezed eyelids. She would kill that Scarvan.

For everyone' s sake she mud hide these fedings, especidly from Marigoth. Someone needed to be
the cam voice of reason in her furious ear. Otherwise Marigoth’s anger and shock might lead her into dl
kinds of destructive acts.

Yani forced hersdf to think clearly. Elena had been dlowed to see Alyx after both the bedtings. The
little gifl had talked of living in a house full of black and white Mirayan ladies. Yani tried desperately to
think what on earth this meant. It was only when dawn broke and she went outside into the gray morming
light to wash her face in cold water thet it occurred to her thet their tame Mirayan might know.

When she woke Ezratah to ask him, he was his usud anxious-to-please sdf, which consdering the
events of lagt night was disturbing.

“She means nuns,” he said immediately. “They are women who live chastely together, dedicating ther
livesto Mir. It is the obvious place to lodge a child. Shell be in a convent. I'll stake my lifeon it.”

“You are,” muttered a voice. Marigoth was standing behind them. Yani cast her aqudling look.

“There cannot be many nunneriesin a new settlement like this” continued Ezratah, shooting a nervous
glance & Marigoth. “I'm sure we could find it. | shdl make inquiries” He legpt out of his blankets, happy
asadog on atral, but he gave Marigoth a wide berth.

“l want you to be discreet about it,” said Yani. “I don't want our interest known.”
“l shdl not disappoint you, lord,” he said, pulling on his shirt as he bustled happily away.
Yani turned to her Sgter.

“Itisinmy mind that Ezratah should go with you to search these convents. But | am afraid you may
harm him.”

“You care too much about that Mirayan shit,” said Marigoth. “He would have raped you had | let
him”
“Maybe. Maybe not. But we are Tai...”



“Yes, yes. And we do not lower ourselves to his levd,” snapped Marigoth nadtily. “Don’'t preach at
rre”

Yani was within an inch of dapping her snide little face, but she held hersalf back.

“Ezratah gpeaks Mirayan and knows how to make discreet inquiries. We do not want to dam
Scarvan or he may move Alyx somewhere ese. Do you understand?’

“Don’'t worry,” sneered Marigoth. “1 won't harm your little dog.”

“With any luck we can have Alyx tonight and maybe Elena too. After | have fought today | will see
about getting us a boat. | think escape by seaiis our best chance, don’t you?’

“| suppose s0,” sad Marigoth grudgingly.

Down in the warrior’s enclosure, Yani spoke to no one. She worked out on the pdl for a while,
hoping to work off her fedings, but if anything it made them worse. She saw Scarvan’s face under every
stroke she made. The raven's sharp claws dug into her soul. Its shadow made her thoughts dark and
vicious

There was no prolonging the bouts for the pleasure of the fight today. The moment she lifted her

sword, she fought with dl her fury and within Sx exchanges had given her I1shtaki opponent such a savage
blow that she broke bis collarbone.

At this she fdt the life spirit crying out in outrage. The raven turned away in disgust. Her anger left her
and she was deeply ashamed. To relieve her shame by gpologizing, however, would only have humiliated
the Ishtaki even further. She bowed and thanked him, ignored with difficulty the loud remarks about
barbarity from one of the Mirayans Stting near Scarvan, and strode from the fidd. She was careful not to
even look at the high chief lest she be overwhelmed with rage again.

She had dmost reached her tent when she heard Duprey cdling her.
“Why so angry thismorning?’ he said as he limped up to her.

“What's it to you?’ snapped Yani. She turned to glare in his face and was brought up short by the
kindly look in his eyes. Suddenly she wanted to burst into tears. She looked away quickly.

“Come on,” said Duprey. He pushed the amdl of her back and she went into the tent before him. Her
eyes were wet. She kept her back to Duprey so that he could not see her weakness.

It was quiet ingde the fdt wals. Ezratah mugt ill be away with Marigoth. 1t was such ardief.

After amoment Duprey took her gently by the shoulder, pushed her down on a sool and poured her
aglass of wine.

Then he kndt before her and waited till she had mastered hersdlf.
“What's happened? Y our sgter?’

Yani nodded. She wiped the tears from her face with her fingers. It didn’'t occur to her not to tdl him.
“They found her. It's pretty bad.”

“But she' s dive?’ said Duprey.

“Yes” sad Yani. “I guess we should be happy about that. But Scarvan beats my little niece to make
Elena cooperate.” She pulled off her hdm and threw it hard on the floor.

Duprey kndt there Slently.
“I'm sorry.” He took her hand in his



“Thanks”
“You know not dl men are like that,” he said.

Yani looked a himin surprise. “Of course.” It was such a ridiculous thing to say she couldn’t hdp
grinning. “Do you think I'm Slly? Or are you jugt afraid I'll murder you dl in your beds?’

Duprey smiled up at her. “It did cross my mind when | saw you fight today.”

His words wiped the grin from Yani’s face. “I am ashamed of how | acted this morning. | have
wronged the life spirit.”

He squeezed her hand.

“Don't be so hard on yoursdlf. | cannot help thinking that as a woman you mus fed Elend's pain
more deeply.”

Yani shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “I just wish | had that Scarvan here. | would gut him, and damn
whet came afterward.” Her hand closed around the hilt of her sword. “1 wish | could make him pay.”

“You know | share your hatred,” said Duprey. “If there isanything | can do...”

Warmth filled Yani. It was such a rdief to have someone to share this burden with. She squeezed
Duprey’s hand and smiled into his eyes.

“Thark you!” she said.

Duprey’s smile gave Yani amdting feding in the pit of her somach. She fdt very close and very open
to him. She leant toward him and he reached up and cupped her cheek with his hand.

“You know...”
“Lord” cried avoice outside. “Lord! Are you wdl?’

The moment was broken. With a surge of guilt, Yani remembered Elena. What was she doing? This
was not the time to be kissng men. Even nice-looking ones like Duprey. Especidly ones like Duprey.
She pulled back.

“It's Brek,” said Duprey, looking annoyed. “You stay here. | will ded with him.”
“What alsthe Tari?’ asked Brek when Duprey came out of the tent.

“The sgter,” said Duprey, pulling him farther awvay so that Yani could not overhear them. “Scarvan
does have her here”

“Ahl” said Brek. “That's convenient, then.”
“I'm not sure Yani would find that remark sympathetic,” rebuked Duprey.

“Don't get dl righteous with me. Y ou want to see Scarvan fdl asmuch as | do. If the Tari isangry at
him, that can only be good.”

“The Tari puts her sgter firgt,” said Duprey coldly. “Before any considerations of ours.”

“Isthat 0?7’ snapped Brek, annoyed at the man's hypocrisy. “If that's the best you can do, you're
not the man | took you for, Duprey.”

Duprey flushed. There was something guilty in his face. Brek, regretting his words, judged it wise to
wak away before Duprey could make a reply. After dl, if he was gaining influence over Yani, it would
be wise to stay on hisgood side.

* % %

Yan could not hear what the two men were saying but it did not matter. By the time Duprey came
back into the tent she was the disciplined warrior again, focused on the task a hand.



Y et as she unbuckled her armor she amiled a Duprey.
“Thank you,” she said. “I was glad to have you here”

Duprey hovered at the tent entrance, obvioudy unsure of how to ded with the distance he now fdt. “I
was glad to be of service to you. You know | want to help you.”

“You havel” she said. “I am strengthened by our talk.”
Duprey ill hovered.
“Lady... Yani | want—I wish...”

She went over to him. “All | can think about at the moment is my sigter. It cannot be otherwise” she
sad. “Whatever my own wishes might be.”

“Of course,” he said lowering his eyes. That tantdizing inscrutable look came onto his face again. “I
understand. If you need help, | hope you will come to me.”

He pressed her hand.

“Thank you,” she said. Duprey probably knew dl about obtaining boats, but it would be best not to
trust him. He wanted her to hdp the Seagani and that wouldn't help Elena.

Cirding up in the sky in the shape of a sea hawk, Jn-dabyne, the Lady of Birds, was pleased.
Mathinna's granddaughters were a disgrace to ther people. One of them had actudly fought with a
sword. (A Tari warriorl How repulsve!) And the little mage did not know how to draw on the life spirit
of inharmonious places. Wdll, hal

Now they had found the beauty, they were quite naturadly looking for the child. Little knowing that
she, Jin-dabyne, had aready put an end to any chance of that. Ah, Uncle, she thought triumphantly. How
pleased you will be! See how | confound the impious ones.

She laughed and the laughter came out as a shriek from her sea hawk’s body. The Tai warrior
coming out of her tent glanced up momentarily before turning to walk away.

Yed thought Jindabyne. Soon the path of fate will be cleared and | will be back in Ermora with you,
none the wiser. She flicked her wings and flew down to the duke's ship, where a smdl hdf-Tari child
cdled Alyx dept an enchanted deep.

Chapter 13

Yan washed and changed and waked down to the harbor.

She was being followed. Perhaps she should lead those followers somewhere quiet and see who
harmed whom. It was an unworthy thought for a Tari but very tempting to an angry warrior.

From the harbor front she could just see the western tower where Elena was being hdd captive,
jutting over the fortress wals. As casudly as she could, Yani went dong the seawdl to where she could
See the tower better and tried to cdculate how much rope they would need to get Elena down. Marigoth
had said she thought she could put the guards to deep and get Elena out of her cdl and onto the
battlements. From there they could probably get down a rope to a boat. Yani thought she could shoot a



rope attached to an arrow onto the battlements, though it was along way and might require some kind of
meagic hdlp.

The jagged brown diffs beneath the fortress fdl sheer into a sea that boiled white on the fdlen rocks
a the bottom. Fshing boats were passng quite close to the diff showing that despite its churned

appearance, the water was deep enough to be safe there. The thought of trying to get someone over the
battlements and into a boat in that water even with magic was daunting.

Now for a boat, thought Yani. On the beach below the harbor many smal salling boats were drawn
up on the sand. Fisherfolk sat round mending nets. She would have liked to hire one of these little boats.
The fisherfolk looked poor; no doubt tharr boats were their only wedth. Since she was being watched,
however, she knew it would be best if she Stole a boat and so she checked which were the easiest boats
to sted and found out what kind of watch was kept at night by chatting to the fisherfolk.

They were extremdy polite, offeing Yani a seat and a rather sdty hot drink. Shortly after she sat
down, women with children began appearing on the beach and asking her for blessngs and for her
opinions of thair unborn babies. They seemed to have an enormous number of children for such poor
people. Apparently the Mirayans had outlawed the herb birth-bane. 1t was now very expensve to
contral the sze of your family.

Though they asked her for hedling, they did not seem surprised when she said she had none. Severd
of them had old, badly healed injuries. Now that the shamans were gone the only people they could go to
insickness were “clever folk” who knew about heding herbs but had no magic. Mirayan heding mages
charged far more than most Seagani earned.

Yan seethed indde. What business was it of Scar-van's what these people believed anyway? How
could he dare to replace a decent life honoring reigion with slly fripperies concerning swords and
wooden statues? And why did his hedlers charge so much for heding? What was the logic of that?

Mdicioudy she told the fishefalk that the Tari were angered because High Chief Scarvan was
keeping her sster Elena locked up in one of his towers. How could her people believe they were safe
among the Seagani when such things happened?

“Let us hdp you rescue her,” said one of the men angrily. There was a chorus of gpprova dl round.
Yani was touched but determined to keep outsiders out of the business.

“l thank you,” she said. “But the skein of life must unwind as it will. If anyone comes dong later,
asking after me, perhaps you would be so kind as not to talk of my affars”

“You may count on us, lord,” said their leader. * Scar-van’s lackeys will get nothing but gutting knives
from us”

Yan excused hersdf and went down to the water’s edge. She waked down the beach toward the
next headland. A fine cool mig of spray blew on her face. The hard thump of the waves as they broke on
the steeply shelving beach matched her mood. She was not sure what to do now. The temptation to lure
those fallowing her into an ambush and attack them 4ill lingered, but when she thought of it she could see
the raven turning its face away in disgust and she knew that it was wrong.

She had not gone far when a commotion arose behind her. As she turned to look, a group of ragged
children came running toward her. “Lord! Lord!”

She turned and ran back to see if she could help. A mass of fisherfolk was seething around behind
one of the boats. Three men were sruggling in their midst.

One of the women caught her arm excitedly.
“We caught these fdlows fallowing you, lord. I’'m sure they mean you harm.”
“Stop!” cried Yani without even thinking. It was the life spirit in her who spoke, not the warrior who a



few minutes before had been toying with setting up an ambush. She waded into the mill of men and
women savagely pummding their captives and cdled to them to stop. They fdl slent around her.

She recognized one of the three battered men as a follower of Doocat.
“Why are you following me?’ Yani asked him sternly.
“We were not!” mumbled the man out of his bloodied mouth.

“They were,” cried avoice as Duprey came limping up. Getting over the sand with only one good leg
was not easy. “They’ ve been fallowing you since the fighters camp.”

“What are you doing here?’ snapped Yani.

“I’ve been following these men,” said Durpey. “ Someone has to look out for you.”
The crowd of fisherfolk muttered and moved a Duprey.

“No,” cried Yani. “Thismanisafriend of mine”

“If these men injured you or even got you in a fight you could be disqudified from the tournament,”
sad Duprey. He had not flinched from the angry crowd. He was brave, you had to give him that.

Yan looked down at the men on the ground. One was unconscious and the eye of another was
sweling shut. They were dl bleeding from noses or lips. “Get up. Take your friend with you. | think these
good people would willingly do you redl harm, but 1 would not have them soil themsdlves with violence.
Thelife spirit does not wish such athing. Go, and remember to whom you owe your escape.”

Thefisherfolk let out no more than a mutter of protest as the two men struggled off, carrying the third
with them.

When they had gone Yani thanked the fisherfolk for their care and went dong the beach again.
Duprey followed behind her.

“Why did you come here?’ he demanded.
How dare he demand anything, thought Y ani.
“l can go anywhere | want to,” she snapped.

“It is dangerous for you to be outsde the fighters camp. That is his red concern, thought Yani
bitterly. Just like dl the other Seagani. She had been right to pull away from him earlier, though a the time
she had regretted it.

“You see how the fisherfolk tried to protect me” she said. “And even if they didn’t, | can take care of
mysdf.”

Duprey’ s tone changed. “Y ou came down here to get a boat, didn't you?’

Yani tensed. Where would this lead? Surely the Seagani wouldn't try to stop her?

“l wanted some peace,” she snapped.

“Did you buy one?’ asked Duprey. “Did you? Scarvan is certain to find out if you did.”
“What are you talking about? Leave me done.”

“There is no need for you to find a boat. Brek dready has one readied for you in case you need to
escape. You might aswdl useit for your sster. | can show you whereitis”

Yani turned and looked hard at Duprey. There was slence but for the thudding waves and the cry of
agngle londy seagull.

“What are you up t0?’ she said at last. 1 thought you Seaganis wanted me to win this tournament for
you. | can't do that if | take my sster away.”



“There are priorities” sad Duprey. “Your Sster must come fird here. Do you think we are inhuman?
You mugt not leave her in Scarvan’s hands one moment longer than necessary.”

Yani fdt joy rushing through her. She amiled a Duprey.
Duprey amiled back.
“l can put my hands on some rope too,” he said. “Do you want some extra men?’

“I would be glad of the rope but the extra men can wait for the moment. | do not fed confident of
Chieftain Brek’ s reaction to my leaving so soon.”

“You do him wrong,” said Duprey. “Any reasonable man mugt see the importance of what you are
doing.” Then he pulled awry face. “But perhaps you are wise not to put it to the test. The Mirayans
make even the best of men unreasonable.”

But when Marigoth and Ezratah returned from their search of the nunneries, their news was bad.
Ealy that very morming Alyx had been taken away from the convent where she had been held. The nuns
could not say where she had been taken.

“Curse tha man,” shouted Marigoth. “Where can he have put her? I'll mindsearch him. I’'ll make him
think his head is splitting open.”

“Canyou doit?’ cried Yani.

“Do you think patry Mirayan magic will stop me?’ shouted Marigoth. She stormed off into the
gathering dusk.

“Be careful!” shouted Yani and Ezratah, racing after her. But Marigoth had aready disappeared and
did not answer ther cries.

That evening Yani stayed in her tent. She did her best to disguise her disgppointment. Brek, Tusk,
Monteak and Duprey came, bringing wine and food for dinner. The Seagani dl knew she had been down
on the beach that day, dthough it did not seem asif they knew why. They were dl strong in their urgings
that she stay in the fighters camp until the tournament had finished. Yani agreed with them. Now she was
no longer close to rescuing Elena, she mugt be careful to stay out of trouble,

Asthey sat before her tent drinking ajug of good Mirayan red wine, for though the Seagani hated the
Mi-rayans they could not deny tha they made good wine, a smdl group of men carying torches
approached the tent.

To everyone's agtonishment it was the Mirayan champion Stefan Krysantium, accompanied by a
amdler man whose name was Marius. Two pages carrying torches lit their way.

“Are we never to be free of Gibadgee?” muttered Tusk in Seagani.

Yani politdy invited Krysantium and Marius to join them, and even the Seagani shook hands with the
two Mi-rayans, though their manners were cold. Brek and Tusk excused themselves shortly afterward.
This did not bother Krysantium, who was only interested in Yani. Both he and Marius were fulsome in
their praises of Yani’s fighting skills and for a while the tak was dl of battles and weapons. Yani told
them that she served the Queen of Dania, but not as one of her bodyguards.

“Great Mir!” said Marius. “Do you mean the queen has better fighters than you?’
“The queen’s bodyguard are dl women,” said Duprey coally.

The two Mirayans laughed at this and only stopped when they redized Duprey and Yani were
serious.

“What a place this Archipdago id” sad Marius. “l could never fight a woman. | would be
dishonored.”



“I would be afraid of harming the poor creature,” said Stefan.

From the way they talked the Mirayans were reassuringly unaware of Yard's true gender.

“Then we mugt hope you never have cause to, for the bodyguard of Queen Sharma will probably
carve you to pieces” sad Duprey.

“Oh, redly,” said Mariusin disbdlief.

Duprey shot awarning look a Yani, but Yani was in no danger of reveding her sex. She had heard
such ignorant scoffings before. Plenty of Archipelagans did not take women warriors serioudy until they

actudly saw them in combat. Stefan Krysantium would learn soon enough and if he never did, that was
hisloss, not hers.

As the conversation progressed she became more and more surprised. It seemed Stefan's leige lord
inMiraya, Prince Lucdius Albinus, was looking for capable warriors. They had dready recruited a number
of men from the northern idands at this tournament. Would Yani be interested in traveling to Aramaya to
ad Prince Ludusin bringing order to their homeand?

Yan dmog laughed doud, but Duprey’s eyes were awarning. How could this Stefan be so dense as
to expect anative of Yarmar to support him? Did he not see how things were between the locd people
and the Mirayans? But he was quite serious. When Yani politely declined, Prince Stefan said, “When
your Sster has no more need of you, | pray that you will consder my offer again.”

Yani saw he loved fighting for the art of it and was inclined to leave the base business of poalitics to
others. A sense of fdlow-feding gripped her. But had she ever been as unaware as this? It was a lesson
to her to pay more attention in the future.

“Will you be so willing when Yani beats you on the find day?’ Duprey was asking.

“Thereis no dishonor in being defeated by a worthy opponent,” said Krysantium. He was obvioudy
looking forward to having a bout as much she was.

When it came time to leave, the two men discovered that their pages had aready returned to the
fortress. Yani offered to wak with them to the town gate, for they did not know ther way around the
camp and she did not trust the Seagani to give them any help. Duprey and Monteak insgsted on coming
with them.

“This men is @ther very stupid or very naive,” muttered Duprey in Seagani as they waked to the
entrance of the fighters camp with the two men.

“How could he expect meto go?’ sad Yani.
“There are plenty of Gibadgee-lovers here who would be honored by his request,” said Monteak.
“He bdlieves heisfighting for ajust cause,” said Duprey.

“Thet is true,” sad Yani, wondering why she did not admire hm more. To druggle agang death
meagic was a very fine cause. But things were more complicated than that.

They had just reached the entrance of the camp and were bidding each other farewdl when three
drunken men came lurching out from between the tents.

One of them ran smack into Krysantium.
“Look out friend,” said the big Mirayan pleasantly.

The man staggered back, blurry eyes focusng pugnacioudy on Krysantium. Then he caught sght of
Yani.

“Hey, it'sthe Greenie,” he said in Seagani. “The Greenie waking with the Gibadgee. That'd be right.
Hey, Greenie, how come you people don't come and hep us with the Gibadgee. Hey? They too tough



for you?’

“Greeni€’ was an extremdy disrespectful pun on the dang word for snot. Monteak bridled and
reached for his sword, which fortunately was not there. Duprey reached out to stop him. Yard smply
turned away and began to bid the two Mirayans farewdll.

The drunk wasn't having any of that and neither were his friends. They turned and came a Yani with
voices ful of jeers and grievance. One of them kept asking where the Greenies had been when the
Mirayans had burned his village. When Yani didn’t answer, he grabbed her shoulder and tried to pull her
around to face him. She shrugged off his clutch quite gently, but that was enough to make him swing a
punch a her. Suddenly severd more men appeared from between the tents and rushed & Yani. In a
moment they were dl on top of her, snvinging punches and cudgels. Duprey, Monteak and Krysantium
legpt into the fray, trying to pull the men away.

“Guardd Guardd” shouted Marius.

Yani gave agood account of hersdf. She punched and kicked windmill style. A mighty heave of her
shoulders sent one man damming againgt a wal and a sedy punch threw another into Monteak’s arms,
while a third collapsed in a heap at her feet. In fact she and the other three (Marius had unaccountably
disappeared) might well have succeeded in driving the men off had not the Olbia City Waich come
around the corner.

At firg Yani thought help had come, but the Mirayans did not seem to make any diginction between
Y armari-ans. They hit everyone with equa savagery, sparing only the Mirayans.

“Stop!” cried Stefan Krsantyium. He threw himsdf between Yani and a guard who was just about to
stab her with his sword.

“What's going on here?’ shouted other voices. A group of men came out of the nearby Wheat Sheaf
Tavern. By then Duprey had pulled Yani down onto the ground beside him. Monteak was dready Stting
there, hands on his head. Yani copied him. Evidently this was the proper pose for being arrested by the
aty watch, for they immediaidy stopped begating them and turned their attention to the drunks.

A heated conversation was going on among the patrol leader, Krysantium, and the group of men who
had come out of the tavern. It did no good. The patrol tied the hands of Yani, Monteak, Duprey and
three of their attackers and dragged them dl away to the city watch-house.

Duprey and Monteak were terrified. Yarmarians were sometimes beaten up in the watchhouse cdlls.
They stayed close to Yani, fearing that her assailants might try to attack her again. However, the other
Seagani, who now seemed suspicioudy sober, had logt interest in pursuing the fight.

As wdl they might, for a the very leest Yani would now be disqudified from fighting in the
tournament for bresking the St. Stefan’s peace.

When one of the aity waich unlocked the door of their cell and beckoned Y ani, Duprey and Monteak
went forward with her. To ther surprise, instead of pushing them roughly back, the watchman said,

“These your companions?’ and when Yani nodded, he motioned them to follow her.

“Sdlion be praised,” sad Duprey. “Cadian in charge tonight. HE's pretty reasonable for a Mirayan.”
Standing with Cadlian were Krysantium and another compact-looking Mirayan man.

Sweet lifel 1t was Duke Wolf Madraga of Lamartaine!
Every musdein Yard' s body went Hiff at the Sght of this hated man. She kept her eyes down.

“Wdl, fdlow,” sad Cadian to her. “It seemsthisis your lucky day. The duke and Prince Stefan have
both tedtified to your innocence. And Prince Stefan has offered to have you and your companions
released on his surety.”



“l thank you both,” said Yani politdy, but inwardly she was railing with anger. To owe a favor to
Eldene s murderer! She fdt dirty dl over.

“Itisonly jugt,” said Krysantium. “It would be a shame for such a brilliant fighter to be disqudified
from the tournament Smply because he was attacked by thugsin the street and forced to defend himsdf.”

“Indeed the honor ismine” said the Duke politdy. “I have admired your fighting. | look forward to
seaing you both fight. | am only glad that justice has been done.”

He turned and went away, which Yani was glad of because she wanted more than anything to besat
him to a bloody pulp.

But the other two were impressed with the duke.

“He spoke our language” said Duprey. “And properly, not like they usudly do. No wonder the
Eagtern Seagani like this man.”

“And he stood up for us againg the Mirayand” wondered Monteak.
“Never thought I’d see a Gibadgee act with so much honor.”

The magicd protections surrounding Scarvan's bedchamber were the strongest in the fortress.
Around midnight Marigoth gave up trying to get through and went over to the West Tower to seeif she
could get in and see Elena. But those wadls were dso wdl warded, and the door was locked. To use
megic to open it would set the wardings off. Nobody camein or out dl evening. At last in aterrible rage
she ran off and st dl the horses loose from the stable, just to get back at the Mirayans.

She hid in the fortress storeroom and cried hersdf to deep. At dawn, however, she awoke after
having a bad dream about Yani. Anxious about her, she dipped out of the fortress. She did not see the
other Tari in the fortress that night, the one who entered Drustilla Scarvan’s chambers with no regard for
the wardings.

For many nights now the high chief’s wife Princess Drusdilla Scarvan had lain awake. Although she
sdldom |eft the women's quarters, she knew everything that went on in the fortress and she was terribly
terribly troubled by the prisoner in the West Tower.

Scarvan had had plenty of concubines before. He was a man fond of fleshly pleasures. Though
Druscilla bore his rough lovemaking dutifully, she was dways glad when his physicd needs were turned
to someone dse. She kept an eye on him, however. She was a noble woman, but she had few protective
family herein the Archipelago and she had only managed to produce one son, a sckly asthmatic. Women
had been declared adulterous and put aside for less, and tharr sons replaced by more vigorous illegitimate
issue. Fortunatdly Scarvan had never shown any sgns of overturning the settled order—till now.

It was only after she had laid eyes on Elena Starchild that she had become redly afraid. Firg there
were the reports that her husband visted Elena every couple of nights. Congdering how age and ill hedlth
hed caused his potency to fdl off in the last couple of years this was... interesting. She hersdf kept
honorably secluded, as a high class Mirayan woman should, but had sent a trusted Mirayan servant over
to see the woman. When the servant returned she daimed she had not been able to get into the tower.
Thiswas odd. The guards usudly obeyed Drus-cilla's orders.

S0 she sent her beloved bondserf, Dagmar. Dagmar was clever and cunning and the two women
were as close as two women could be. Dagmar’s clever, sensud massages aways rdieved Drusdllas
tendons, and when Scarvan did not require her attendance, the two women dept in the same bed.



“Sheis beautiful,” said Dagmar when she returned. “But she is no threet to you.” It was quite obvious
that she was lying. When Druscilla chalenged her, she burdt into tears.

“Do not kill her, lady, please,” Dagmar pleaded. “Please do not harm her.”

So Drusailla cdled the chief protection mage. The chief protection mage had a penchant for men, a
weakness Scarvan would have despised had he known about it. He dways did as Druscillatold him,

She met im velled, as was proper. If fact she should not have met him at dl without her husband by,
but no onein their right mind would have suspected the mage of designs on Druscilla's body.

“Let me see the prisoner in the tower!” she demanded. “And do not tdl my husband you have done
0.

The mage cast abowl of seeing for her.
“Why, sheis beautiful!” cried the mage, who rardly said such things about women.
And she was.

Oh such a woman! So very beautiful. So beautiful that she took Druscillas breath away. So
dangerous she took Druscilla's deep away.

Such awoman could twist any man around her little finger. If Scarvan got a child on her, as he mugt
urdy do, given the atention he gave her, and if that child were a son and if it grew to be a man...

Drusailla could only lie awake at night, her head filled with that woman's beauty, and pray that
Scarvan was past getting a son on her. For what man could resist meking such a womean his queen?

Drusdilla Scarvan was a devout Mirite and regarded hersdf as a virtuous woman. Y et sometimes in
those dark watches of the night, or when she kissed her son in the morning, she thought serioudy about
having the woman poisoned. She knew she would never be able to. Though she tried to hate the woman,
she could not bear the thought of her destruction.

But on the second night of St. Stefan’s feast, she mugt have dept for she had a vison. She was lying
awake, Dagmar degping by her side, when a vison of Karana, Holy Mother of Kerum the Message
Bringer, appeared a her bedside. Drusailla recognized her immediatey from the icons. She was pale and
unearthly beautiful with shining golden hair streaming out around her like a hao. Oh, gentle mother of the
Shining One!

Her dark danted eyes were ful of tender wisdom. She placed one of her cool pae hands on
Druscilla s feverish brow.

“Oh, Mother,” moaned Druscilla “Hdp me. Help me. What am | to do about the woman?’

“My dear child,” Karana said in a tender voice. “1 have heard your prayers. | have come to hep
you.”

Tears of gratitude ran down Drustilld s cheeks.

“Be blessed,” said Mother Karana, stroking Druscillasface. “Do as | say and | will not let any harm
come to you. Here iswhat you must do...”

“Sweset Lifel What fools these Mirayans bel” thought Jndabyne as she left Druscilla Scarvan’s room.

Chapter 14



The morning falowing Yani's release, afurious Prince Alexus Scarvan cdled Duke Wolf Madraga to
him.

Why had Walf intervened in the matter of the Tari warrior, he demanded to know. Did he have no
loydty to his prince?

It was every vassd’s duty to save his liege from meking a faid step, Wolf told him coldly. And he
was meking a mistake in his dedling with the Tari. Why was he so determined to offend such a powerful
people? Did he not redlize how dangerous they could be?

“Attacking looks like fear, Highness. It isamistake.”

“Fool,” shouted Scarvan, so red in the face that Wolf dared to hope an gpoplexy might kill him there
and then. “These native legends of al-powerful mages who defeat demonsin sngle combat—where have
we seen proof? If the Tari are so very powerful why did they not own this country? You have interfered
in matters that do not concern you. Get out of my sght.”

Scarvan was sorely tempted to have Walf arrested, but it was an offense to St. Stefan. The man was
vay popular with his other followers, a more subtle disposd was cdled for.

Woalf Madraga |eft the room and sent for his brother. The Lady of Birds had told him to leave Olbia
this morning and now he had every excuse. He waked angrily to the man hdl, where the moming
religious service had recently finished. Though the door of the prince’s chamber had been closed, rumors
of his anger a the duke had dready spread throughout the fortress, and the duke' s face when he came
into the hall confirmed them. Severd men gathered round him.

Duke Walf had not expected his anger a his erswhile friend to be so vindictive. Despite wanting to
present a reasonable face, he could not ress tdling the others that the prince was so obsessed with
Elena Starchild that he was willing to risk dl they had worked for here in Sea-gan. He found no
agreement among them, though, for most Mirayans found it unbdlievable that the Tari even exigted. The
thing that disturbed them about the Stuation was that Scarvan and Madraga should fdl out over a
woman. None of the nobles at Olbia had seen Elena Starchild, so they were mydtified by Wolf's actions.

“Do you not see that disunity will harm us even more than these mages of yours?’ said Lord Appius
to Madraga.

“Itisnot | who provokes disunity,” retorted Wolf. “The prince denies me my rights. Take care that he
does not do the same to you.”

He saw his brother at the door of the hdl and went to tdl him to pack.
“Madraga was dways too friendly to the netives,” said Lord Serranus.
“l do not understand how they can fdl out like this” said Appius. “They were like father and son.”

Thefew in Olbia who had seen Elena Starchild could have enlightened the others as to why there was
no hope of peace between Prince Alexus Scarvan and his former favorite vassal. They could see Wolf
Madraga' s dams about the Tari for what they were mere judtification of his envy. But they were not
present and since they were ather priests or mere men a ams, they had never had any hope of
possessing Elenaand knew it. 1t would not have occurred to any of them that she might be won by any
other means than by force. She was like some inanimate piece of treasure. They smply burned in
resgned hopel essness, knowing her to be only the Suff of dreams.

The third day of St. Stefan’s tournament was bright and sunny. A pleasant breeze blew in from the



seq, keeping the temperature down. The areas around the fidd reserved for ndives were crowded.
There mugt have been at least four Seagani men for every one Mirayan, though not dl of them were free
men. The tak that Scarvan was endangering them dl by keeping a Tari woman captive were very
persstent. The canceled blessng the day before had caused resentment, and so had Killon's desth. The
Seagani were looking forward to seeing Yani Tari show the Mirayans that there was dill fighting spirit
among the Yarmarians.

The axty competitors in the tournament of St. Stefan had now each fought twice and fifteen winning
combatants remained. Today there would be eight bouts. Since there was an odd number of contestants,
one of the combatants would have to fight twice, and Scarvan had dready fixed it that the Tari would be
the one “chosen by lot” to do so.

Now, gtting in the grandstand, he wondered if he had been wise to give the Seagani two
opportunities to weatch ther favorite. He had thought to wear the Tari out, but he seemed to be a men
who was nourished by fighting. Two bouts would probably make him stronger. He was hdf congdering
having last night's judgment in favor of the Tari overturned. But even though that ungrateful traitor Wolf
Madraga was gone, Stefan Krysantium—who was another of the Mirayan patriarch’s cousins, curse
him— was a staunch supporter of the Tari’s innocence, and at the moment he was swaying their fool of a
hierarch to his Sde. Scarvan didn’'t want to be stuck with this ridiculous native title of High Chief dl his
life

Maybe he should just let the fdlow win the tournament. What good would it do him? Elena
Starchild's sweet little arse was safe in his tower, and the Tari had no proof that he had her.

Ye it was intolerable to see one of the natives beat a Mirayan. He knew that was why the Seagani
had come in such numbers. Treacherous, ungrateful barbarians.

The Tari’sfirg bout came up dl too soon, and he came onto the fidd with his opponent, the Eastern
Seagani champion Geyome. Geyome was the best of the remaining native warriors. Maybe he would do
the trick. Scar-van wrestled with a sense of doom. You are getting old, he thought. It was the firg time
he had fdt this Since he had taken Elena Starchild.

The priests tested the iron circlets a the necks of each contestant. The two warriors stood before
Scarvan and sduted him. Once again the Tari announced that he was fighting in honor of his missng
sder. There were Sdeways glances at Scarvan from among the Mirayans. Did they think he was getting
too old? He fdt trapped. The two fighters began the round. Sted rang againg sted and thudded againgt
wooden shields.

Hack. Clang. Hack. Hack.

Geyome was very much outclassed by the Tari. The fair-haired warrior was quick of foot and hand
and hislight-looking frame disguised enormous strength. Scarvan was dill amazed by it even after seeing
two other fights

He tried to shrug off the feding of doom. He was ill a man, il virile He was il in control and that
very morning he had had Elend s child moved from the convent. Best to have her in hand. His wife could
look after her in the safety of the fortress. If the Tari heard about her... How he longed to have the fdlow
killed! But that would be too dangerous. Even yesterday’s attack had made him look desperate. Curse
him, Walf was right. No. It was better to do nothing till after the tournament, when eyes would be turned
elsawhere,

Hack. Sash. Clang. Hack. Sumble. Hack.

Had Yam been a Mirayan, Scarvan would have hgppily made him his champion, but such illsin a
native, and such a native, were a horrible threat to Mirayan prestige.

Hack. Clang. Clang. Sash. Hack.



Could they afford to let this native, of dl natives, beat them? Scarvan's eyes went to the warrior’'s
square, where he could see Stefan Krysantium waiting for his round, towering over the other warriors.
He had great hopes for Krysantium. But he preferred to have certainties and there was no doubt the Tari
was damned good. If it had not been for the iron manacles at his neck, Scarvan would have suspected
him of magecraft.

Hack. Clang. Clang. Clang.
Metd rang together as Geyome's sword was forced out of his hand, soun midair and landed in dust.

The native dement of the crowd went wild with delight. Yani bowed to his opponent and then held up
his sword, waving it at the crowd, who cheered even harder.

Let m wave, thought Scarvan. So he makes a blow to Mirayan prestige. We are strong enough to
aurviveit. Let the naives shout. They are no match for Mirayan power. The important thing was that he
not be forced to hand over Elena, and there was no chance of that happening.

At that very moment one greset iron grille that covered awindow of the women's quarters adjacent to
the fidd fdl from its place on the high stone wall, crashing deaf-eningly onto the ground below. But no
one noticed the grille. For a the window stood the mogt fair and beautiful woman anyone had ever seen.
A sudden dlence fdl over the fidd as everyone, Mirayan and native, gaped at her. She flung out her
ams. “Yad!” she cried. “Yani, Mari-goth! Alyx is safel”

“Elend” shouted Y ani, running across the fidd toward the wall.
“He slying,” shouted the woman. “I am here. Get me free. Please. Get me free, Yani.”

“Do something,” Scarvan shouted at the chief protection mage, who lost his head and did utterly the
wrong thing. He threw afirebdl at the women’'s window.

Scarvan knew full wel it was only to drive the woman away from the window, that it would not even
get through the protection barrier, but as he watched it hit thet barrier, his heart was in his mouth, terrified
for his treasure’ s safety.

To the other onlookers it amply looked like a vicious attack on a beautiful and innocent woman. A
Tai woman!

The Archipelagans went mad. They turned dmost as one and charged at the mage where he stood on
the grandstand, rushing across the fidd like a greet torrent of seething water, screaming their hatred at the
Mirayans.

The other protection mages had thar wits about them. A magica protection barrier was flung over
Scarvan and his party, and the roya bodyguard formed a cordon outside it. They met the oncoming mass
of furious but unarmed Seagani with drawn swords.

But it was as if the firébdl had unleashed a dam. All the outrages and resentments of the last
twenty-three years were given expression. The Seagani fought with fiss and boots as if their lives
mattered nothing, overwhedming the guards, dawing them down into the crowd, tearing them limb from
limb, spattering blood everywhere.

“To me, to mel” shouted Scarvan, and the mages managed to drag a few surviving guards through the
barrier as the natives broke through the shidd wal and came streaming over the Sde of the grandstand.

It was the suff of nightmares—those wild, tattooed faces crammed againg the barrier, screaming for
blood, tearing at those within with bloodied dawing hands. Out in the crowd Mirayans were dying, being
ripped or trampled to death. You could see ther limbs or headless bodies being thrown up out of the
thrashing crowd. The faces of the protection mages were tense and strained.

Scarvan stayed cam.



“Let’'s go!” he shouted to the chief protection mage. Everyone shuffled forward in an orderly
movement that made Scarvan proud to be Mirayan. The protection barrier had a force of its own and
dowly they pushed through the seething, dawing mass of natives, trampling severa underfoot until they
got down out of the grandstand.

Severd bursts of magic hit the protection barrier, but of course since they were not a concerted
attack, they merdy shook it. All was blood, figts, and fighting bodies damming againg the invisble wal.
Behind there was a crash as the grandstand collgpsed. The hierarch was praying loudly. Scarvan
concentrated on shouting words of encouragement and pushing the group firmly forward.

The church fathers had set out the rules for the tournament of St. Stefan in a war-torn country. They
hed known their business. Every aspect of the tournament, induding the fidd layout, was dictated by
rdigious law. Thus the grandstand of the ruler was as far as possible from the armed fighters and as close
as could be to the dty gate. Though it seemed an eternity before the Mirayans in the protection barrier
managed to plow through the torrent of natives, they made it to the gate before the mages collgpsed from
exhaugtion.

The city watch had managed to get the gates closed. Good lads thought Scarvan with mingled relief
and pride. As they came up to them, one of the gates smung gar and a detachment of the watch came
charging out, carving into the screaming crowd before the gate. The Seagani dill fought with maniaca
savagery. Though 4ill only armed with bits of wood and stone, they seemed determined to rip the guards
to pieces and in severd cases succeeded. But when a Mirayan mage peppered the crowd with fire,
enough of them retreated for the protected party to dip through the gates. A couple of natives managed
to force ther way in with them, but they were quickly butchered by the watch. In the narrow streets
indde it was suddenly dark and quiet. Many Mirayan spectators had managed to get through the gate
before Scarvan's party and they stood around on the blood-dicked cobbles, a couple of them kicking
the bodies of the dead natives. Otherwise things seemed quiet indde the town, despite the large
population of Seagani daves who were ill insde.

Scarvan ordered those of his magicd bodyguard who were not exhausted to help the city watch
retrieve those Mirayans who could be rescued from the crowd. They could have done with a redly
powerful mage like Lev Madraga, but he had gone with his brother. Even <o, a trickle of Mirayans was
being let in the gates. All Seagani were deemed to be untrustworthy and even known collaborators were
left outsde to take their chances with the crowd. In thisway Doocat and a number of his supporters lost
thar livesthet day.

“They seemed so harmless yesterday,” murmured the dazed Hierarch Jeromsh.

“They are savages, the lot of them!” snarled Scarvan. “They dways were and dways will be. Now
you see what we are up agang.”

“You did well,” he told Watch Captain Cadlian.
As he spoke Scarvan fdt his old battle strength and certainty returning. This was his dement.
He turned to the other Mirayans and spoke over the noise of pounding on the gates.

“They are a poorly armed rabble! Do not be afraid. Return to your homes and secure your daves.
We ghdl have the Stuation under control quickly.”

He turned and led the warriors dong the town streets to the fortress with hisold certain step.

In the women’s quarters mages were waling up the window opening. In the inner bedroom the
women huddled againg the walls, faces covered. Some were the wives and daughters of other Mirayans,
weeping with fear over the fate of their menfolk.



Standing done in the center of the room, Elena closed her eyes and tried to fed the life force, but she
could not keep from trembling. And soon enough Scarvan came blagting into the women's quarters,
roaring like a red-faced storm.

Elena forced hersdf to stand strong and proud. She was Eldene's wife. She filled her mind with
thoughts of him and did not look. The other women let out squedls of terror and huddled closer together
as he came smaghing into the room.

“Who did this?’ thundered Scarvan.

One of the waiting women pointed to Dagmar, the woman who had led Elena here.
“She brought that woman in!”

“Leave ud” sad Scarvan to the women, going purposefully toward Dagmar.

“My lord, it was on my orders,” cried his wife, trying to shidd Dagmar. Elena was impressed.
Scarvan liked obedience, but hiswife obvioudy loved her servant more than she feared him.

“You dupid hitch,” Scarvan shouted, caiching Dru-stilla by her headdress and backhanding her
across the face. *'Y ou stupid jedous cow! How many good Mirayan men have been killed today because
of you?' He backhanded her severd times across the face before throwing her out of the bedroom door.
He kicked Dagmar hard after her as she scuttled past him with the other women. He made sure the door
was firmly closed behind them before he rounded on Elena

“Y ou treacherous hitch. Go to the window and tell them you are wel and happy.”
Anger rushed into her like a red flood. How she hated thisfilthy bastard.

“Never,” she screamed at him. “1 will betray you every chance | get.”

“Your child will never walk again.” he shouted, grabbing &t her.

“My child is safe from you, Gibadgee,” she cried. “My people have taken her.”

Killing rage filled her. She threw hersdlf at him, punching, kicking and biting, getting in some satisfying
blows before he got a sranglehold on her.

“I'll show you who is the man here” he grunted, throwing her facedown on the bed. And he did,
thruding into her so brutaly she couldn’t help screaming. Then he trussed her up dumsly but effectively
with the bed rope. Still, as she lay on the bed with her nose bleeding and her arms feding asiif they would
come out of thelr sockets, she could not help feang a savage sense of triumph. She had lan like this
meany times before, but this time she could hear the beautiful roaring of an angry mob outside the fortress.

Though she could see Elena there was no way Yani could get through the walls of the fortress or its
meagicd protections to rescue her, and so she turned her attention to the chaos around her. The animd
violence of the Seagani horrified her; their savagery was ungpeakable and there seemed nothing Yani
could do. The bitter black wings of the warbird overshadowed everything. This was her first experience
of true battle and the horror confounded her. She could only watch open-mouthed as various Mirayans
were torn apart, their blood and limbs splattering everywhere. It was gppdling to see people butchered.
Then the harsh voice of the raven spoke in her mind, urging her on and hardening her to horrors. She

began to fight, pulling Seagani away from Mirayans.
Soon she found hersdf trying to save a handful of Mi-rayan fighters. The Mirayans who had been in
the combatants square had formed a defengive circle, and many of them 4ill lived. The raven in Yani's

head knew that these fighters could be of more use to her dive than they would be dead. The raven dso
knew that the Seagani had to stop thiskilling spree and concentrate on assaulting the fortress.



“Stop!” she shouted as she struggled with the crowd around the fighters. “We need hostages!”

Duprey appeared at her sde and saized her arm. “Quickly, we have to get away. Scarvan will be
coming out any moment with reinforcements. He'll cut us to pieces.”

“What? Of course he won't. We ve got hostages. And Mari isjust about to...”

She looked around. Already scattered groups of Sea-gani were fleang away across the St. Stefan's
fidd. Disaster. Now was the time to stand firm. She turned and shouted,

“Stop! Men of the Seagan! Stop! To me! To me!”
Such was the authority in her voice that most of those running away looked back.

At that very opportune moment the gates of Olbia smashed asunder in a blast of fiery magic. As the
smoke and wood cleared, everyone saw a little Tari girl before the ruined gate. She stood in the middle
of a huge bonfire that did not consume her. A rain of arrows and a huge blast of magicd fire came down
from the guard towers on ether sde of the gate. The little girl flicked her hands contemptuoudy and
suddenly the arrows fdl to the ground.

The firebdl soun in the ar above her and the little girl laughed. She made a throwing gesture of the
hand. The firebd| flew back at the gate and smashed into the watch tower.

Thelittle girl smiled and put her hands on her hipsin disdainful pleasure. Then she turned and gestured
a those on the fidd as if welcoming them to her house.

“Gol” cawed the hard voice of the warbird in Yani’s ear, and hard determination filled her.
“We can win thid” she shouted, running forward. “Quickly! Come and take possession of the town.”

Sword uplifted, she charged through the gates and Duprey and the others, caught up by the wonder
of what they had seen, rushed after her. The flow of men across the fidd reversed as they swept back
toward the city.

Insgde there was some smdl resistance. But many of the city watch induding ther captain, Caelian,
were killed and no one dse had yet had time to organize. Once re-tance was quashed, Yani began to
send bands of men under the leadership of Monteak and other Seagani champions around the city to
take the city watch post, to round up the Mirayan merchants and take custody of any weapons they
could find.

“The rest of you with me. We mugt stop the Mirayans coming out of the fortress!”
“But how?’ shouted Brek at her elbow.

“My sgter has an ideg,” sad Yani. “Come on.” She ran flegly up the street toward the fortress and
the Seagani followed her. She had about fifty men following when she Ieft the city gates, but everywhere
out of dleys and houses came other Seagani to join the throng, and by the time they had reached the
gates of the fortress their numbers had tripled. Most of these new supporters were house daves, both
men and women, carrying kitchen knives or brooms.

The gates of the fortress were shut tight and archers were gtationed up in the wals. Soldiers were
assembling in the yard before the gate. Outside, Seagani could be seen collected in the covered places
behind ddls and in dleyways, Sticks and knives could be seen gripped in their hands. Mad barbariang!
They would be cut to pieces.

Then suddenly a little gil skipped galy across the open ground toward the gate, her long fair hair
rippling out behind her. The Mirayans thought she was some kind of messenger and they did not fire on
her. They had a basket which they usudly lowered for messengers, but they did not bother for her,
because the troops were dmost ready to leave the courtyard below.

In the gatehouse the Fortress Commander, who had two smdl daughters and thought it was barbaric



to use alittlegirl in thisway, sent word down to the leader of the troops to keep an eye out for the child
and try to get her to safety. The other soldiersin the gatehouse chortled roughly among themselves.

“Look at her. Do you reckon... She's leaning on the gate. Ah, Mir! Is she trying to push it open
then? Hal Hal Hal Now she swhispering to it....”

Then suddenly—

“Witcheraft!” screamed one of the guard mages, blasting a firebd| through one of the arrow dits The
others legpt to join him.

But it was too late. The wood of the gate was dready moving and twiging. The men in the gatehouse
could see the tops of the huge planks beginning to sprout leaves. They peppered the child with arrows
and fire, but nothing reached her and nothing stopped the growing planks. Soon they were driven from
the gatehouse by the branches and leaves that werefilling it.

Roots grew from the bottom of the gate and drove deep, bresking up the cobbles benesath them. The
desperate Mirayans tried to open it, but the crossbar had turned into a kind of creeper and was twining
itdf into the gate posts, which were dso sending roots down into the ground below. The gate rocked
with the movement of dl this growth, but it showed no Sgn of burgting open.

Outside Yani began to suspect that Marigoth’s power was faling. Under the cover of ther shields,
she and a couple of other warriors ran across the open space before the gate and carried Marigoth away
just as she began to collapse. There was little response from the Mirayans.

“Bring axes! Bring fire” they were shouting within.

Jndabyne too had been horrified by the carnage on the fidd of St. Stefan. She told hersdf these were
only out-landers who didn’'t matter, but she retired quickly to the roof of the the fortress so that she
couldn’t see the unexpected consequences of her plan. Thiswas not the fird time that something she had
done had ended in violence. All that mattered was that destiny be properly served, she reminded hersdlf
desperately. It was what uncle would have said and she tried to believe it with her whole heart. Still,
Marigoth’s actions & the gate were a welcome diverson.

What agood ideal thought Jndabyne. In the form of a sparrow, she flew down and perched on the
gate. The spdl would not hold. The Mirayans were aready chopping away at the roots of the gate tree.
This Marigoth was like a fledgling bird, its wings haf feather and haf down, unable to fly properly.
Whereas Jndabyne was a credit to her uncl€ s teaching. She took control of the spell.

A few moments later, branches and leaves came snaking out not only from the top of the gate but
from dl over the timbers. The roots fattened and writhed and thrust even deeper into the soil. Roots dug
into the very stone of the fortress, making the rocks scream and sending out great clouds of rock dust.
The gate was no longer a gate but a massve tree.

Jndabyne stood back, pleased with her handiwork. She had drawn on the forces of life which were
s0 common within the fortress, the life forces of dl the Mirayans and their livestock. She was not using up
peopl€e's life sirit the way a demonmadter did. She was merdy making it flow briefly through the gate,
before it went back to those who generated it. It was so subtly done tha they would probably never
know what was happening. Aslong as there were living thingsin this fortress, this gate would continue to
grow, ressing axes and fire,

It was athing she had observed the little girl do with that Mirayan she had endaved. Unde would be
proud when she told him of this wonderful spell which mantained harmony and harmed no one.



Suddenly a firebdl engulfed her and she saw tha the Mirayans were gathered nearby, saring a her
with terror.

She was vigble in her true guise, a tdl green-clad woman. The mages, recognizing evil magic in a
green-clad woman mage, had begun peppering her with firebdls These litle bals of fire were so
amusng! She threw back her head and laughed. Then, with a carefree downess and an impudent grin,
she began to fade until at last she disappeared completely.

Chapter 15

“Yani Tai hasthe city,” shouted Ezratah, leaning out of the belltower in the city square. He could just
muster enough magic to magnify hisvoice so thet it could be heard dl over the city. “Do not resst. Yani
Tai has the city. The Mirayans have been defeated.”

It was late afternoon and Ezratah’ s words were pretty much true. Monteak had taken the watchhouse
completely by surprise and his group was now handing out wegpons. Those warriors who had given up
their weapons on entering the city had been ddightedly reunited with them. There had been some
violence agang Mirayans as the dity fdl and the daves rose up agang ther masters, but now Brek and
Duprey were overseeing the stuation, locking the Mirayan men in the watchhouse and ther families in
various storehouses. Save manacles were being removed in gmithies dl over the town. Groups of
archers, both men and women, were waiching the wals, and patrols were being organized to guard
outsde the town walls so that the Mirayans would not be able to make a breakout there. The only way
out of the fortress was over the wals on ropes, a maneuver that would leave them completely exposed.

There was another unexpected bonus. The moment the city gates had been breached, Brek had sent
Tusk up to the dave camps to tdl them now was the time. Though it was much earlier than expected, the
davesin the women's camp, a number of whom were mages, had overpowered ther guards esslly and
quickly gone on to the men's camp and freed them. Most of the Mirayan men from the Wanderelle river
area had been a the St. Stefan’ s tournament this day and there were few Ift to protect ther farms. Fidd
hands dl dong the valey had rebelled and the smoke of burning farms filled the air as the victorious
horde of daves marched down toward the city. Many of those freed fidd daves were experienced
warriors and ther fiddwork had kept them strong—a vauable addition to the forces that dready held
Olbia

Only at the harbor had things gone badly. In ther firs excitement the Seagani had set fire to those
shipsthey could reach and the rest had been warned and put out ssfely to sea. A number of them were
hovering off shore, but most of them had set sail and gone, no doubt to carry the news and get help.

“We could have done with those ships to escape in,” said Brek at a council of the Seagani |eaders.

Thiskind of tak angered Monteak and his friends— they had the town and surdy there was some
way they could take the fortress. Monteak looked at Yani for support. She shook her head.

“My sdter tried to get into the fortress the moment Elena appeared at the window,” she said. “Ther
meagic is too strong for us”

“But surely the other Tari...”

“The other Tari wanted no part of our rescue of Elena They will want no part of this” Yan sad
quickly, to dash these hopes as fadt as possible.

A little before this meeting Marigoth had regained consciousness and had made another atempt to get



through the fortress's magicd barriers, this time usng the extra powers of the ex-dave mages. It had
been a dismd falure. The mages seemed to lack any ability to med their powers together.

“We mud give up any hope of taking the fortress” said Brek firmly. “It is enough that the Mirayans
cannot eesly come out now. But they have good communications, and no doubt Scarvan has dready
sent word down the coast to his fortresses a Tarquin and Karanakasta for reinforcements. We have
three, maybe four, more days before they get here. They will be well-armed, wdll-trained troops of the
type that daughtered our people a Cesane and Pucdl. We have many fine righting men and women here,
but our numbers are less and | do not think we can stand againg the Mirayans here. The place is full of
collaborators. Better to escape to somewhere safe in the interior to fight better armed and organized a
ome later date”

“But what of the troops who may meet usin the uplands?’ shouted Monteak. “There may be fighting
dl dong the way.”

“We would be better to take a ship,” said Reecah. “Then we can get away faster. There would be a
welcome for dl in the lands of the Mori.” There were some looks of dishdief around the table. Seagani
and Mori, herders and hunters, were traditiona enemies.

It was fully dark before they agreed that Brek’s plan of escape was to be put into motion as soon as
possible. Tomorrow night most of the escaped daves would set out on foot or with packhorses to the
Northern Seagan border, carrying as many supplies as they could manage. This would give them at lesst
two days to get ahead of reinforcements. Because of the efficdency of the Mirayans magicd
communications they would probably have warning that they were coming, but Brek hoped that there
would not be enough time for the upland Mirayans to respond adequately.

The Yarmarians had magicd communications too. En-sorcelled pigeons would enable them to send
ahead to rebel leaders dl dong their route, asking for aid. It was a desperate plan, but when it came to
the vote mogt of the leaders accepted it as the best one and Monteak grudgingly agreed to be led by the
mgority.

He was chosen to lead the rearguard warriors. They were to stay behind to keep the Mirayans from
bresking out of the fortress and to try and disguise the fact that most of the other Seagani had withdrawn.
Their number would be determined by the number of horses that could be collected from the city and the
outlying farms.

Reecah and her followers would try to take some of the ships, however. There were plenty among
their number who were wounded or too old or too young to make a hard journey on foot with the

prospect of fighting on the way.
Though dl these plans helped the Seagani, they benefited Elena not at al.

“Look where heping people leads,” shouted Marigoth when Yani went to see her. “Now we are on
dther sde of an impregnable barrier.”

Yani refrained from pointing out that it had been Mari’s own idea to cause the gate to grow into a
tree, and that she had been thinking only of protecting the Seagani a thet time. Only with hindsight did the
gders redize that ther protective impulse had served Elena badly. How could they get into the fortress
now? The magica protections were dill too strong and the wals too well guarded againg non-magica
troops.

More ruthless women would have let the Mirayans come out, even if had meant Seagani losses, so
that they might have had a chance to get into the fortress behind them and escape with Elena. But such a
sacrifice of people had never been an option. Tari smply did not act so. The life spirit must be respected
no matter whose body it flowed through. Yet as she thought of the terrible punishments Elena might be
fadng for cdling out from the window, Yani couldn’t help regretting that she wasn't ruthless.



The hostages taken on St. Stefan’ s fidd were her only hope. She had them brought up to the city gate
and demanded Elena in return for them. They were very vauable hostages, most of them Mirayan
arigtocrats, induding Stefan Krysantium and Lord Serranus's son Georgi, known among the Seagani as
the Butcher of Cesane. Yard had captured Georgi hersdlf, and the fact that he dill survived was a
testament to how much respect the Seagani fdt for her. His burning and rapine of Seagani villages after
the battle of Cesane and his brutdity within the captured territory were legendary.

Though Yani gave her word that these hostages would be honorably freed in return for Elena, the
Mirayans Smply sent an inaulting reply. Despite her best intentions, her quest to free Elena seemed to
have been taken over by the Seagani druggle againg their Mirayan masters. Yani did not fed her firg
attempt at leadership had been very sucessful.

Sill she kept trying.
She sent Jacquees, a Seagani merchant, who clamed to have the ear of the high chidf, to be lifted over
thewdl to try and negotiate with the Mirayans.

“l beg of you, Highness, give them the woman,” pleaded Jacques. “There are a mere two of them.
Both are only women and one a little child and yet they have wrought al this chaos. Give them the
womean before they cal more of their people. They have promised to leave you doneif you do so0.”

“You snivding fodl,” retorted Scarvan. “If they are so strong, why do they not come into the fortress
and just take her? We Mirayans do not accede to the demands of mere natives. Especidly fakes and
charlatans like these Tari.”

It crossed Jacques's mind to beg them to et him stay with them in the fortress for many of the
Seagani rebels had been very threatening toward the collaborators. However, he feared the fortress
would become a degthtrap. It was built on the headland just as the last one had been and could fdl into
the sea judt as readily. He went back over the wal in the messenger’ s basket trembling but with no pless.

“The only way to get them to liden is to execute the hostages,” said Brek and Duprey. “Let us kill
Georgi Ser-ranus tomorrow, before the walls. He deserves to die for his crimes anyway.”

“No!” cried Yani in horror. The other two looked at her in shock. “My honor does not like this way
of doing things. There must be some other method,” she told them, and she left the room.

Brek looked after her. “Why?’ he asked Duprey.
“Thisisa Tari we are speaking to,” said Duprey. “All lifeis precious to them. Killing hurts them.”

“Sgueamishness is a dangerous thing in a leader. Is Georgi Serranus so vauable? We Seagani have
suffered greetly at his hands—at the hands of dl of them. Are we not entitled to some revenge?’

“l shdl tak to Yani,” said Duprey.
Yan was ganding at the window in the other room. Her forehead rested on clenched hands.

“Thereis no other way, isthere?’ she said as Duprey came in. “We have <0 little time before we mugt
flee”

“Georgl Serranusis an evil man. It would be a better world if he were dead.”

“That could be said of dmogt anyone. | am sure the Mirayans say tha of us. And we are both right
from our point of view. Killing people is not a way to make the world better. Harmony is not won thus.
Thelife spirit is not served thus. | know it.”

“Thisis not Ermora, Yani. We cannot deal with the Georgis of this world by making them go to deep
asthe Tari do.”

“I know,” said Yani. If they had been in Ermora or even if they had been red Tari, they could have
cdled for hdp and mages would have come and smply set Elena free. They would have made the



Seagani and the Mirayan soldiers deep until their leaders had come to a peaceful solution. And they
would have let the life force ded with a man like Georgi Serranus in the spirit cave. Without the Tari it
was necessary to find other solutions. But thiskilling of hostagesin cold blood. .. !

“l don't want to do this. It is wrong. In doing this | will become like those | hate. There is no
Tightness or honor init.”

“Thisis war. Perhaps the Tari do not have to worry about thar survivd, but we outlanders do. Do
honor or rightness have a place here?

At this Yani’s shoulders dumped.

“Oh, | an afool. | love being a warior. | love to fight. And yet when | see what happened today,
what war isredly like, | hate the very reason for the warrior's existence. Thereisno honor in war. There
never can be. War isto kill or be killed-a dirty business where dl are led to do wrong.”

She put her face in her hands. Tentatively Duprey moved to her Sde and put a hand on her shoulder.
She leaned againg him. A ook of satisfaction came onto his face. She was coming to depend on him.

“Will it work?” she said after afew minutes.
“Who can say?’ said Duprey. “I hope s0.”
“We may have to kill the others as well?’
“Itis possible”

She shook her head. “Isthisthe firg step on the path that will earn me the name the Butcher of Olbia?
Isthis how Georgi Serranus started out? Will | ever fed clean agan?’

“Look Yani, itisnot fitting for a Tari to be involved here. You are servants of the life spirit. Distance
yoursdf—forbid usto do it; Brek and | will take the responshility for the executions”

“That would be the grossest hypocrisy. This killing is to benefit me. To ignore your actions is just as
bad as doing it mysdf. In fact it would be mogt fit if | killed him mysdf.”

“No!” cried Duprey.

“Why not? | would fed better ordering it, knowing | would suffer too.”

“Yani, you must not let their sde-or our side-see you weak. How ill will you be after sharing his
death? Heis not worth it.”

Yani looked & him cynicdly. “No? Don't worry. | won't do it. Even as | suggested it | saw that it
was a sHf-indulgence. We are here to free Elena. | would be weak and sick for severa days after killing
Serranus. | might even go mad.” She shook her head bitterly. “And it would not make it any more right.”

After a moment she pulled hersdlf up and squared her shoulders. “I can think of no other way. And
timeisrunning out. Tel Brek 1... agree. I'm going to check the patrols.”

She turned and strode from the room.

Duprey’s shoulders relaxed the minute she left. Severa times his resolve had weakened and he had
amodg told Yani that the Mirayans never negotiated for hostages. He was glad he had managed to hold
firm. His own mother had been killed by Mirayan troops &fter the battle of Cesane. Sometimes in the
darkness of night his dreams were made hideous by visons of how she mug have died. He craved the
butcher’s death with dl his being.

And who could say? It might work thistime,



That evening Yani patroled the Mirayan quarter to see that no one was being mistreated. Up till today
she would have trusted the Seagani to act wel toward ther captives. The riot had been a brutd
awakening for her. She dill believed the Seagani cause was the just one, and yet how could people who
hed acted with such bruta disregard for the life spirit be right? She began to see why her ancestors had
found it easy to turn ther back on the non-Tari. But just because that choice was easy didn’t make it the
right one. She knew she would be glad she had used her skills to help the Seagani. Eventudly.

In the same frame of mind as one who picks at a painful scab, Yani decided to go down and see the
hostages. She was glad she did, for severd were wounded and their Seagani captors had refused them
any heding. After an argument as to whether hedling could be spared for such “pieces of shit,” she stood
over the hederswhile they performed their tasks. She dso sent for a Mirayan priest.

“You are to die tomorrow,” she told Georgi Serranus. “We have told your people in the fortress that
one of you will die every day until my sster is returned. Make your peace with your gods.”

“| expected nothing better from you barbarians,” said Serranus, pitting on the ground. “If it had been
up to me, | would have tied your guts to my shidd long ago, you upstart yelow freak.”

His eyes glittered medly in the torchlight. The raven came into Yard's head then, regarding Georgi
Serranus with a hard, relentless gaze. He was insane and very vicious.

“Itisnot the Tari way to take life” said Yani with quiet dignity. “\We have a cruder, more refined form
of punishment. Y ou would be sent to commune with the life force in the Spirit Cave and there you would
experience the death throes of dl those whose deaths you have caused. Thus does the life force punish
those who offend againgt it. And | know of your crimes, Butcher of Cesane. They are famous even in
Dania. Yet 4ill 1 would offer you an honorable deeth in battle for | know this is what warriors crave. |
will fight you to the deeth if you prefer.”

“Ha” sad Serranus, whose shoulder wound would take severd days to finish heding. “Typica
barbarian. Y ou fight a wounded man because that is the only way you can win.”

“Very wdl, then,” sad Yani. The raven dill watched. Serranus's reaction satidfied its judgment and
sdved Yani's conscience. “If you prefer to die by execution, | shdl make sureit is swift.”

“Wat!” cried Stefan Krysantium as Yani dimbed the dtairs to leave. “May not a champion fight for
the sake of Serranus? Would this not save him?’

Yan shook her head. “No. It is necessary that Serranus die so that your people know we are
serious”

“That is a pity. | would very much like to fight you, and now it may not happen. | guess | will have to
wait my turn. Or will you fight me anyway? We have a bout promised.”

Could she beat thisfdlow? The thought was exciting. For a moment she fdt like her old lighthearted
f. But thiswas no game. It sickened her to think that she had once thought of it so.

“Do you hope to kill me Mirayan? | am not the only or the most important leader here.”
“l am an honorable man. It would only be to thefirg blood. To see who is best.”

Did he mean it? How could he mean it in face of the fact that they had killed so many of his people so
brutdly? Suddenly the honor of warriors seemed ridiculoudy out of place.

“Such a bout would not be right in thistime and place,” she said.

The breach of the city gate and ther trapping in the fortress had taken the Mirayans in Olbia
completdy by surprise. But when Scarvan told his council that he would not give in to Yani Tari’s



demands, there was little questioning of his decison. They could not show weakness— if the Tari were
redly such a threet, let them come into the fortress and get ther dster. The Mirayans were a tough
people, honed through a generation of avil war a home and twenty-three years of keeping unruly
conquests under control in the Archipelago. They recognized the necessity of sacrificing individuas for
the greater good.

No one was very surprised a how eadly Lord Serranus had agreed to abandon his son. Georgi was
an uncontrollable brute. It was rumored that Serranus had been fending off assassnation attempts from
himfor the last three years.

Perhaps dso the strange power of Elena Starchild had had its effect on the Mirayans. Even though
they had only had a brief glimpse of her from the side of the fortress, many of them now desired her. The
qudity of fata beauty affected each man according to his nature.

Lord Appius, Brek's lord, might find Elena s face haunting, but he had no notion of ever possessing
her. He was one of the great mass of humankind who accepted that the blind fallowing of his own desires
is not the best path. He had a wife who might be aging and plump, but whom he loved and respected.
His fine upright sons would never have forgiven him for divorcing ther mother. What could Elena
Starchild be to him but a secret golden fantasy? A wise man knew that fantasy never redly lived up to

redity anyway.

On the other hand sdlf-denid had never been Lord Serranus's way. What he wanted he took. His
wife was a sad beaten husk of a woman; his sons, young ferd dogs who strove againg ther father for
supremacy. His loydty to his liege had aways been pragmetic and now it was dowly disolving into
something more sniger. Elena Starchild should be his, must be his He only needed to find the
opportunity. As Scarvan outlined his plans, Ser-ranus made sure that he was part of the escaping group
90 that he could be in the right place at the opportune time,

But the Mirayan escape was delayed, for as darkness fdl, Mori and Seagani forces under the
commeand of Ree-cah attacked and captured three ships. The rest were forced to take to the open seain
order to save themselves. Later two of the Mirayan captains daimed they owed their escape to Mother
Karana, who had appeared in a vison and warned them of an impending attack. They daimed it was a
miracle.

Jugst before dawn, when she was certain tha the pressure on Alexus Scarvan to flee would be
maintained, Jndabyne lay at rest on the roof of the eastern tower. For once she wore her own form, for
she had worked hard during the last day and night and even she was tired. There had been some
unexpected hitches like the attack on the ships and the brutdity of the uprising filled her mind with uneasy
thoughts, but on the whole she was very pleased with events and with hersdf—Uncle will congratulate
mewhen | return, she thought, smiling up at the morning star.

Chapter 16

Like many Mirayan castles the keep of Olbia had an escape route. Scarvan had had naive daves dig
atunnd in the rock benegath the fortress down to the diff face. At the outer end, the tunnd was seded
with awall of rock carefully constructed so as to be invishle from the outsde. Once completed he had
hed the daves executed.

Shortly after nightfdl on the second day after the capture of Olbia by rebels, Prince Scarvan and Lord
Ser-ranus, dong with a handful of guards and a phdanx of fighting mages, climbed down the tunnd.



Behind them they Ieft afortress full of menin good spirits. The fact that their escape had been delayed by
the previous night's attack on the ships had not worried them terribly. All day their mages had been
sending ensorcelled pigeons to the remaining ships hiding just over the horizon. Now that dark had falen,
one of those ship was coming in close to the fortress.

Queen Drustillaand her bond servant Dagmar were part of the escape party. This was unusud, but
Alexus Scarvan had declared he would not leave her there to be a poison to his son. Druscilla stared
draight ahead with dignity, despite the black eye she had received from Scarvan. But Dagmar was
weeping. Both women knew they would not return from Karanakasta but would be staying there in exile
and imprisonment. Last came the two women guards from the western tower, one of them a huge woman
cdled Bogdna, carrying ElenaMori dung over her shoulder.

Thetunnd was thin and dark but steps had been cut out of it and the men-at-arms carried torches. At
last they reached a rock wall, just beyond which they could hear the rushing and smashing of the sea.
One of the mages lifted up his gaff and stuck it into the mortar binding the rock together, which melted
away. After he had repeated the exercise severd times, the rock was loose enough for great lumps of it
to be pulled back into the tunnd. Damp sdt-spray ar flooded into the tunnd and the muffled sound of the
surf became aroar.

Even as they dismantled the wadl, one of the men-at-arms began mixing the mortar to cement the
stones back in place after Scarvan’s escape had been effected. A magdight was lit and waved before the
hole. There was an answering light from out in the darkness.

The mages fastened one end of a long heavy rope to a hook embedded in the rock wadl. The
srongest of them took the other end of the rope, closed his eyes and spoke a few words over it.
Immediady it darted out of his hands and snaked out of the hole into the darkness. A short time later it
snaked its way back in through the hole again; tied to it was another rope and attached to that rope was
asmdl skin boat.

Now the mages bespelled the boat so that it was impervious to rocks and impossible to turn over,
while the men-at-arms secured it to the larger rope usng a pulley. Firgt the white bundle that was Elena
was loaded into the boat and ferried out to the ship with her two guards. Then Scarvan and his men-at
ams went out and Lord Serranus followed. At last the mages helped Druscilla and Dagmar into the boat.
When this find load had arived safdy, the mages pulled back the rope and helped the men-at-arms
block up the hole and dry the mortar.

Despite the cover of night and the elaborate care they had taken, the Mirayan's escape did not go
unnoticed. Fishermen visting illegd lobster pots in that part of the bay saw the ship and the light in the
diff. They rushed to tdl the Seagani encamped in the city.

Brek, Yani and Duprey were having a council. The Mi-rayans had blankly refused to negotiate
despite the execution of Georgi Serranus.

“Perhaps tomorrow we should execute more than one hostage,” suggested Brek.

“Do you think | am supid?’ sad Yani, suddenly turning on him. “Tusk told me tha the Mirayans
never negotiate for hostages. Don't play me for a fool, Brek. | will not be part of your revenge. My
hands are soiled enough by Georgi’s blood.”

She strode angrily from the room.

“The Tari is not ruthless enough for true leadership,” said Brek.

“You know it isnot as Smple as that,” snapped Duprey.

He went after her, only to have her confront himin the hdlway.

“You knew they would never givein even if we executed Georgi, didn’'t you?’



“| thought it was worth trying. | am sorry, Yani.”

“You deceived me. You played mefor afool.”

“l didn’t mean to. | promise you.”

He touched Yani’s arm. She shrugged his hand off angrily.

“There was judice in this action. He was a dangerous man, Yani. The kind of man who beats his
servants to death. Who might have been high chief one day. He deserved to die”

“A Tari mug not kill,” shouted Yani, tuning away from him. “1 have offended the life spirit in this
And what have | got to show for it! Nothing!”

“Y ou have helped a people stand up for themsdlves againg tyrants,” cried Duprey. “You have been a
leader to us. Saves have been freed. These things are not nothing. In future times, generations will thank
you for heping to free us from them. That is more important than the life of one madman.”

“All life is sacred to the Tari because it partakes of the life soirit. | was wrong to compromise that,”
snarled Yard.

“Qur lives are not sacred to the Mirayans. We are outsde Ermora now, and life is not smple. And
we cannot punish men like Georgi Serranus any other...”

Thefront door of theinn flew open. Ezratah came rushing out of the darkness with three ragged men
behind him.

“Lady! Lady!” he shouted. “A smdl group has escaped from the fortressin a ship.”

“Elend” cried Yani. “Quickly. We mugt wake Mari-goth.”

Marigoth had been desping in one of the upper rooms. The minute she understood the Stution she
wanted to pursue the boat immediatdy, but Yani had had time to think. What if Elena was dill in the
fortress?

“Why don't you do a spdll of finding?' asked Ezratah, caught up in their excitment. “It should work.
They would not waste effort usng wardings to hide her.”

“A el of finding?" asked Yani.
“Yes. If you have something of your sisters’, you could pinpoint her whereabouts.”

“Rubbish!” snorted Marigoth. “1 never heard of such a thing. The life force doesn’'t work in such a
way.” She glared a Ezratah asif he were a cockroach.

“No, it'strue” said Ezratah. “It is quite a Imple spdll and fortunately takes very little magic, for | do
not seem to be as drong as | once was. All | need is a bowl of water and something that belonged to
your sigter, Lady. It would be better if she had touched it recently.”

Yani looked dismayed, but Marigoth gave a yep.

“What about this?’ she cried, drawing alock of har from her pouch. “Elena gaveit to mewhen | saw
her in the fortress. | wanted a keepsake before | left her.” She gulped suddenly. “You won't destroy it,
will you?’

“No,” sad Ezratah, teking it from her. “Y ou wrapped it in linen. The best thing you could have done.
Now we need abowl and some water. And some prophecy cards.”

He took some of the cards from his pack.

Ezratah lad out severd cards, naming each one for various relevant points on the map. Then he cast a
finding spdll into the bowl of water, which lit up with magicd lights.

“What are they?" cried Marigoth. “Which one is Elena?’



“None of them,” said Ezratah. “They are the magic being used in this area. Now hush for a moment.”

Marigoth was uncharacteridicaly quiet, waiching intently as Ezratah carefully lowered the hair into the
water.

“Yes, yes” he cried suddenly. “I can see it. | can see a ship. She is on a ship. And the ship is...
here” Hisfinger stabbed at a place between the cards for Olbia and the card for Karanakasta.

“She is on that ship. I'm certain of it,” he cried. Marigoth jumped up and down and clapped her
hands.

“I mugt go after her,” said Yani to Duprey, who was sanding in the doorway.
Thefact that he had tricked her suddenly seemed unimportant. She had a chance to rescue Elend
“It pains me to leave when this Stuation is dill unresolved but...”

“No, no,” sad Duprey. His eyes hdd a deep understanding. “You mugt go. Perhaps it is the best
thing. We are dmogt finished with Olbia”

“l hope to come back and help you in your struggle with the Mirayans,” said Yani to Brek later as
they shook hands. This sudden parting had washed away dl her anger a him. “But | must rescue Elena
firg”

“l understand,” said Brek. “You will be welcome. | hope you will speak to your people for us too.
We have great need of them.”

Yani nodded, turning away quickly.

The Olbia harbor was too public a place for a fond farewdl with Duprey. They took each other’'s
hand.

“l am sorry,” he said. “About Serranus | mean.”

Yan squeezed his hand ruefully. “I see there is much more to war than | thought. | overheard what
Brek said about my not being ruthless enough and it has given me reason to think.”

“You are a Tari and that is a beauty of nature,” said Duprey. “You are as you should be. Perhaps you
should not seek to be other.”

Though she was trussed up like a parcel, Elena had made a desperate attempt to wriggle free of her
captors as they bounded through the breakers in ther little boat. Two days with Alexus Scarvan in a
vengeful mood had killed any triumph she fdt. She just wanted this dl to end. Let it dl be washed away
inthe cold fresh sea. Alive, she could never be clean again.

But her guard, Bogdna, had held her tight, twisted her ankles panfully and findly hit her head hard
agang the ship’s wooden side before they climbed aboard. It was Bogdna's habit to be casudly brutd.
She had been Elena s guard for over a month and though Elena had done her best to be on good terms
with her, which had worked in the past, it had not worked with Bogdna. There was something very
drange about the way Bogdna thought. She could occasondly be very kind and gentle, but Elena
suspected that the more she liked a person, the cruder she was to them.

At last Bogdna dumped her onto a hard little bed. The ship rolled up and down, and Elena's head
was dill ringing from the blow. She hoped she would not be seasick. Her head was Hill wrapped tightly
inthe sheet. But she did not ask to be released. She had spent long hours chained fla to the bed in her
tower room with Scarvan’s juices trickling down her legs before she had learned that asking to be
released only led to her being tied up longer.

Now she amply lay quietly where she was. Bogdna liked obedience and passvity. Just like every



other Mirayan.

Fortunately her other guard, Servilla, had heard the crack of Elena's head againg the ship’s side and,
though she was a lazy woman, she was smart enough to worry about Elena s well-being. She pulled off
the sheet, peered at Elena and fdt her skull.

“Say something,” she said to Elena.
“Something.”

“Cheek,” said Savilla without malice. She turned her back and Ieft Elenalying on the bed with her
hands and feet dill tied. With difficulty Elena rolled onto the side Scarvan had left less bruised. When
Bogdna had tied her up, she'd made hersdf as tense as possible so that now there was some dack in the
ropes. During her imprisonment she had learned to detach hersdf from whatever pain or degradation was
happening to her body and plan for amdl moments of future comfort. Nobody ese would take care of
her if she didn’t. She was just a body for Scarvan to fuck. She had been just a body for so long that she
was beginning to fed asif it were true. Had Eldene redly once upon a time cdled her his clever wife?
Perhaps he had been decelved or merdly flatering. If she was so clever, why had she been unable to
think hersdlf out of this horror? It was dl she could do to surviveit.

The ship began to creak and there was the sound of many footsteps above. They were saling.
Oh, Yani and Marigoth, where are you? thought Elena If only...

No! Stop the if-onlys, Elena She closed her eyes and forced hersdf to relax, for there seemed no
prospect of escape. As soon as she did, she was glad that she had not escaped earlier and drowned
hersdf in the sea. Yani and Marigoth will rescue me sooner or later, she thought, and Alyx must be safe.
Scarvan would have tormented her with Alyx's pain if he could have. Dared she hope? Hope had
become an enemy. Hope made her weak and had been dashed too often in the last three months.

Would Alyx, a hdf-Tari, redly be safein the hands of the Tari? They had to be better than Scarvan.
Surdy? Oh, if her little girl could indeed be free...

Time passed. The ship was moving forward. The cabin was dark. Servilla and Bogdna were snoring,
and even Elena dozed alittle.

Then suddenly she was wide awake again. There was something... The air was tingling with magic.
She sruggled to a gtting position. It was... It was... Was the cabin brighter?

Shining pinpricks of light appeared in the wall, like a fire seen through wooden dats. They grew bigger
and bigger. Elena didn’'t know whether to be frightened or glad. At last a face appeared and then two
ams. A Tai woman! She amiled and beckoned to Elena

The ar was thick with magic. Elena could fed it tingling in her lungs as she breathed in. She found the
bonds were gone from her wrists and ankles. As quietly as possible she got off the bed and, ill limping
from Scarvan's usage, hobbled across the cabin. Normdly the dightes movement roused Bogdna, but
thistime the big woman’s snores continued. Elena walked easily, unbdievably eesly, over to the shining
gap inthe wall. Outside she could see the dark sea. The gap was just above the waterline and the woman
was ganding in something that rose and fdl gently on the waves. Y et no seawater got in through the hole,
Magic must be stopping it.

Gently the woman took her hands. She was standing in a big black cadron that was full of shining
green light. There was just enough room for Elena to stand in the caldron behind her and grip her
shoulders. As Elena steadied hersdf the woman picked up a huge wooden spoon and began to drive the
cadron through the waves with it.

It was night. Elena could see nothing but blackness. Then her eyes made out thetiny cold pinpoints of
light thet were the stars in the sky. There was magic dl around. Elena was not sure if this was redl, but it



was better than most of the dreams she had been having recently. She threw back her head and let the
fresh sdt wind of the sea blow through her hair. Behind them she could hear distant shouting. She looked
back and saw the madts of the ship standing out againgt a red glow.

“Has someone attacked the ship?’ she asked the ladly.
“Yes” sad the lady. “Do not look back again.” And that was dl she would say.
All those people... Would they be killed? Drowned?

Let them die, the animas. The wind was in her hair and she was going somewhere. Somewhere awvay
from grasping, probing Alexus Scarvan and hisfilthy, swesaty, spurting body. She was free, free, joyoudy
free. If thiswas adream, let it go on forever.

If this was a dream perhaps she would see Eldene again. Oh, Eldene. How she longed to see him and
hear his voice again. For the firg time in many days she dared to dwdl on him. The sat wind brought
back achingly sweet memories of Eldene running with her dong the beach. Once laughing, she had
thrown a lump of seaweed a him and with mock outrage, he had chased her. And caught her. His lips
had been so soft and gentle for such a tough man.

She remembered the reassuringly strong grasp of his hand encirding her wrist. Her chest fdt too full.
Warm tears coursed down her face.

On and on they sped until behind her she could sense the faint light on the horizon, which told her that
dawn was coming soon. At the same time she saw a smdler light in front. Then she could hear the
thudding roar of breakers.

The cadron lurched asit pushed through the breakers, but the woman continued to drive it dong with
the spoon till it did up onto the sand in much the same way as it had did through the sea. It came to rest
beside a huge bonfire.

The womean legpt essily out of the caldron and hel ped Elena out. The moment she fdt cold sand under
her bare feet she knew this was not a dream. She dug her toes into it. “Thank you!” she cried in Tar,
turning to the woman. “Thank you! Y ou have made me free”

But the woman was aready waking avay up the beach toward the fire, and suddenly she saw there
was another figure ganding there wrapped in a dark cloak. The figure stepped forward and she looked
upon the face of the only man she hated more than Alexus Scarvan. El-dene s killer. Wolf Madraga.

Elena turned and ran down the beach. She threw hersdf into the cold breskers, but it was no use.
Strong hands caught her round her waist and strong arms dragged her back to the shore and threw her
down on the sand before the fire. Strong hands held her shoulders down. She caught a glimpse of his
eyes and the desire in them. She fought him.

“No! No more! No morel”
“Cdm her!” he ordered.

The Tari woman was suddenly there. She passed her hand over Elends face. Indantly a terrible
heaviness came over her limbs and she could move but fecbly.

“l cannot give you long,” said the woman. “The spell is baneful with time.”
“You cow!” cried Elena “My sgterswill come for me”

“Your Sgters are dead,” said the Tari woman camly, and turned away.

“No!” screamed Elena. “No.” She turned her head away and wept heplesdy.

A hand was gtroking her face with horrible soft persistence. A voice was spesking. At fird she did
not notice what it said. Then...



“l have your child,” said Wolf Madraga.
“Alyx! Is she safe?”
“Sheis safe and well. | have brought a nursemaid for her. | will let you see her if you cooperate.”

“l am cooperating,” wept Elena. She couldn’t help weeping. “I have no choice in the matter.” She
closed her eyes and turned her head away. “Come on. Get it over with,” she said bitterly.

Madraga drew back. She sensed he was shocked.

“Such words comeill from such beautiful lips. | am not Scarvan.”
“Are you not? How are you different?

“l have rescued you from him. | shdl make you my wife”

“No, never!” screamed Elena. She was s0 horrified, so furious, she dmost managed to St up before
the magic bore her down again. “I will never be anyone swife but Eldene's. You can take my body, but
you can never never make me consant to it.”

Madraga leant down on her.
“Youwill do as | wish. | have your child,” he said urgently.

She turned her head away, knowing she was aready beaten. The world clamped heavily shut around
her. She fdt hersdf suffocating.

“You have been a torment to me, woman,” whispered Madraga. He put his hand on her neck and
stroked it. “Because of you twenty-five years of dliance is gone. Your beauty has obsessed me. You
mug give me release from my torment.”

“l never wanted your desire,” she screamed at him. “You are no different from Scarvan. To use an
innocent child againg me so. Rapigt! Ag!”

He was slent. Then he sad, “He offered you shame. | offer you honor. You are safe now. You will
be my duchess and the mistress of my house. The mother of my children.”

“No! | hate you! | would rather die—" She spat in his face.

Madraga looked down at her coldly, wiping the spittle from his face. “A Mirayan woman would be
besten for thet,” he said.

“l am not a Mirayan woman.”

“No. A Mirayan woman would know the honor she was being given. She would be grateful to be
rescued.”

“l am not a Mirayan woman. | am not grateful.”

“No,” he said. “But you will learn to be. And in return your child will live and be wdl. You may even
see her often, for | understand what a woman wants.”

She turned her head away and wegpt.

“Release her now,” he caled into the darkness, and the heaviness of magic Ieft her. The heavy despair
did not. She lay there and wept while he smply watched. She wept until somehow the weeping ended
and left her cold and empty. If only | did not have fedings, she thought. If only | was indeed just a body
as these people seem to think | am. How much less the pain would be.

When he reached down to haul her to her feet, she did not hit out a him as she wished to, but stood
up limply.
“Here)” he said, offering her a cloak and avell. “Cover yoursdf properly.”



With lethargic hands she wrapped the cloak around her and veiled her head and face in the manner of
aMirayan woman. There was a part of her that dill hoped, that watched him dl the while to see if there
might be a chance to get away. But there was no chance. Wolf Madraga was dert to her every move.

“Itiswdl,” he said when she was covered. “Now you may see your child.”

And he took her aam firmly and led her down the beach to where his men waited to take them back
out to hisship. There was no 9gn now of the Tari woman. In fact she would not see her again for many
years.

But Wolf Madraga saw the Lady of Birds again. That very night, when Elena was safdy stowed in the
at cabin with her child, Wolf threw himsdf down fully clad on the bed in the stern cabin and looked a
the stars through the cabin window. He did not think he would deep. His head was ful of confused
emotions. Joy at findly having achieved Elena Starchild, wrestled with guilt over what the pirates he had
hired mugt be doing this very moment to Alexus Scarvan, his sworn liege.

Moving with stately grace on long dilt-like legs, a tal white bird came saking across the cabin. Its
plumage was soft and shone white in the shadows. It moved to the edge of Walf's bed, stood there
looking down a him—a creature beautiful and full of grace, and a the same time hunched over and
predatory. He was both feaful and delighted by this creature. Like a sensuous woman gretching, the
white bird opened itswingsin a long graceful arc. Then it swept its wings downward over his body and
face. The mogt intense, sweet pleasure filled him. Softness. Whiteness. Feathers.

Suddenly Wolf awoke. The Lady of Birds was leaning over him, her fingers touching his face. He
jumped away from her and she must have jumped away from him, because suddenly she was sanding
across the cabin.

The room was dark; she was a shadowy figure againg the window.

“What do you want?’ he cried feding vulnerable and confused by her presence. Was this where she
asked for payment, as dl sorceresses did?

“Nothing,” she said. “Just some answvers.”

He sat up and fumbled for the tinderbox. With atiny flash of magicd light, the candle by his bed burst
into flame.

“What answers?’ he said leening back againg the wall trying to be as cool as he could be. He was
glad he was il dressed.

The Lady of Birds sat down not as norma people do, but as if roogting, her feet on a stool and her
knees drawn up to her chin. SHe looked at him out of bright dark eyes.

“So tdl me, how will you dedl with this Elena? The Tari want children from this union,” she said.
“Are you tdling me you want my firstborn? That was never part of the dedl.”

“My, my,” she amiled, slkily. “What an imagination you have. And so suspicious. I'm glad you're not
going to be my husband. I'd never have any fun. | merdly wondered how you are going to get them.”

“l know how to get children,” he retorted. “Unless you Tari beget children some different way. Out of
eggs perhaps?”

“l am not questioning your manhood, foolish creature. But | saw how Elena Mori reacted to you. It
seems to me you may have some trouble getting her to submit willingly to our plan.” Her voice took on a

brisk tone. “ So you must make sure that she wears an iron necklet every time you take her. Tari women
have power over the life spirit. She may wdl be able to prevent hersdf from concalv—"



“l am not some brute like Alexus Scarvan!” he cried.

“l see,” sad the Lady of Birds.

Weas that rdlief in her voice?

“Then you will perhaps find these useful.” She held out a handful of pink charm crysals.
“No,” he said pushing her hand away. He was blushing. Had the woman no shame?
She regarded him thoughtfully. “Then you have some other plan?’

“| have tamed wild things before,” said Madraga, hoping his voice showed more certainty then he fdt.
“l know how to be patient and kind.”

“Sounds dow,” said the Lady of Birds.
“Do | have reason to rush?’ said Madraga.
“Nope,” she said.

“Sheis grateful to have her child back. She will be grateful to be rescued from Scarvan. She will learn
tolovemeintime” he said. Such love as his mugt win a response eventudly.

“l see” sad the Lady of Birds solemnly. She rose from the stool, her robes spreading about her like
wings “Still, do not forget the iron necklet.”

She turned, went to the window and threw her legs neatly over the slI. Then she smiled back at him
over her shoulder.

“Farewd| then, Duke of Lamartaine. | wish you happy.”
She threw out her arms, seemed to embrace the air, and flung hersdlf out of the window.

Indinctively Wolf rushed to catch her, but she was gone. There was no splash below his window, and
he thought he could hear the wings of alarge bird, beeting the air, flying away.

Back in Olbia the Seagani dowly evacuated the town. By the third night, most of those who were to
leave Olbia by foot had gone, leaving only the hundred riders who were to keep the Mirayans from
bresking out of the fortress. It was not clear if the Mirayans had noticed how empty the town was.

On that third night—the night after Alexus Scarvan and Yani and Marigoth had left—the two
captured ships were findly ready and many women, children and wounded, both Seagani and Mori,
were loaded onto them. They |eft very cautioudy before moonrise after cagting spells to make sure no
enemies were about. The moment they Ieft the harbor they were attacked by a Mirayan ship, a huge
armed merchantman that came storming out of the north. There were many mages on board, and they
mus have had used strong magics to disguise it. Though the archers shot wel and the Archipdagan
meges under the leadership of Reecah fought vaiantly, they were no maich for the Mirayan fighting
mages. Both ships burned and sunk with dl hands. The Mirayans ignored dl offers to surrender and
afterward the mages used magicd fire to kill everyone, even amdl children, who were ill svimming. The
Seagani on shore witnessing the daughter and helpless to stop it, were maddened to blood-rage by what
they had seen.

They ran through the streets of Olbia, dragging collaborators from their houses at random and hacking
men, women and children to death. The city watchhouse was set dight and dl the Mirayan merchants
burned dive. Houses and people burned in that night of jaw-clenched savagery and the streets ran dick
with blood.

Brek had gone by then. Montesk was in charge. Duprey and a few other cooler heads tried



desperatdy to stop the killing, but reason was no use againg over twenty years of pent-up anger. There
was nothing those few cool heads could do but open the dty gates and warn people to flee. When
Duprey ran to the inn to try and save the hostages he found Stefan Krysantium and the rest lying
dismembered in pools of their own blood.

Chapter 17

It was dmost midday when the fishing boat carrying Yard, Marigoth and Ezratah came upon the
wreckage of Prince Scarvan’s ship. The water was not particularly deep where it had sunk, and the very
top of the ship’s magt stuck out of the water, the litle Mirayan pennant with its royd indgnia fluttering
galy in the breeze. All around floated gridy wreckage—nbits of wood, rope and the bodies of three dain
seamen. The fishermen on the boat began to whisper a prayer to the sea goddess and make the horned
dgn to drive away the evil eye, but the bodies of the seamen and the charring on the mast were evidence
of amore earthly reason for the anking.

The ssers hearts turned to icein thair breasts.
“Chapd” cried Yarn. “Surdy she can't be dead.”

“Let me do the bowl of seeing again,” cried Ezratah. While the fishermen trawled over the other Sde
for promising-looking pieces of wrack, Ezratah cast the bowl of seeing on the surface of the sea.

Almog immediatdy he and Marigoth let out a great cry of ddight. Elena was quite clearly moving
away in an eagterly direction, dill on the sea. They laughed with joy meking the boat rock before it
occurred to them that Elenamight dill be a captive.

After tying afishing float to the magt in case the ship sank further and could not be found again, they
sdled on. The day was 4ill, but Marigoth continued to generate a strong breeze to fill their sall.

But then it seemed that luck turned her face away from them. In the middle of the afternoon a greet
gorm began to come up from in front of them.

“This boat will not weather such a storm, honored ones,” said the owner of the boat. He headed in to
the nearby shore and they were able to beach the boat and turn it over to take shelter before the sorm
broke.

Thewind was so srong they had to ding to the boat to prevent it from blowing away. Torrents of ran
lashed down. At length the wind died down, though it seemed asif the rain would last the rest of the day.
Nether Yani nor Marigoth were willing to stop until they could be certain Elena was free and safe.
Wrapped tightly in their cloaks, they left the shelter of the boat and climbed over the dunes to firm land.
Fnding a track that ran dong the shore, they walked doggedly eastward. They were so blinded by
driving rain lashing into their faces and deafened by the gde, that they didn't notice that Ezratah was
following behind them, despite the fact that Yani had ordered him to stay with the fishermen.

At lagt as night fdl the three of them took shelter in a grove of thickly spreading trees. Though the
leaves underfoot were soaked, as was every piece of wood they collected, Marigoth was able to light a
roaring fire, which made the night a little less miserable.

The falowing day dawned overcast but cam. Though they had had no food the night before, they
pressed on, despite the fact that Ezratah’s bowl of seeing showed that Elena was moving farther and
father away.



Around the middle of the morning they rounded a bend in the track and suddenly a hooded figure in
green barred the road in front of them.

“Do not go farther,” it said. They could not see its face beneath the hood, but it was a woman's
voice. Her arms were crossed over her chest and instead of hands she had the claws of a bird. The sght
of the claws terrified Ezratah, but the Ssters hardly noticed.

“How will you stop us?’ cried Yani. Red anger flooded her mind and she drew her sword.

“Abomination. You draw steed on me!” roared the figure. She swept her beclawed am out wide and
suddenly Yani crashed to the ground.

Marigoth screamed and threw a bolt of vidlent power at the figure, but without waiting to see if it hit,
she rushed to Yani’s Sde with Ezratah hard a her hedls. As she bent over Yani’sdill form, a shadow fell
on them. The figure was standing dmost on top of them, though she had been severd yards down the
road a moment ago. Something about her posture was horribly like that of a bird of prey. Though she
could see only a sinister darkness within the hood, Marigoth knew from its megic that the figure was Tari.
Thefirg new Tari she had ever seen.

“Get away!” Marigoth screamed. She threw a defensive pdl over Yani, and Ezratah legpt up and
tried to shidd them with his body.

The Tari was not interested in the fdlen warrior.

“Do not seek your Sster, Elena” she said. “She has a dedtiny to fulfill as the wife of Wolf Madraga,
and we will not suffer you to interfere with it. If you continue onward, you shdl dl be served in the same

way.
“What? What destiny?’ shrieked Marigoth.

“You shdl see when it comes to pass,” sad the Tari. “These events lead to a future that pleases us.
We have judged it wel that she stays where she is”

“No!” screamed Marigoth in horror. “No! How can you?’
Thefigure ignored her. Instead she turned and looked a Ezratah.
“This one has served you long enough. It iswrong to prey on outsiders.”

She touched the Mirayan on the forehead. Light sparked around him and swirls of green magic began
unraveling dl over him. He shuddered and fdl over backward.

Thefigure turned and walked away without looking back, sseming to glide across the uneven ground.
“You crud monger!” screamed Marigoth a her insolent back. “Let her go!”

Ezratah sat up and watched the figure go. He was dazed, unable to comprehend how he had come
here.

It was overcast daylight. He was on a sandy track in a bleak heathland and a terrifying figure dressed
ina dark green cloak was waking away from him with stately grace.

As he sat there blinking and blinking, he began to recadl how he had got here. Yet it hardly seemed
redl. He could not believe it nor the part he had played in the events he remembered as leading him here.

Marigoth was bending over Y ani, sobbing convulsvely and petting her head with her hands.

The hell-brat was weeping. The 9ght of any child weeping wrung Ezratah's heart. He reached out and
touched the fdlen Yani. Her am lay wrongly but Marigoth hadn't noticed yet. She was wisdy
concentrating on the head injuries. Yani was deeply unconscious. Ezratah draightened the am and
pressed heding into it and as he did, he fdt his power suddenly surging back through him as blood surges
back into an am, causng pins and needles. How strong my magic is, he wondered. Then he fdt



something different flowing in at his fingertips. Something was surging through Yarn's system.
Marigoth turned and hit him so hard in the somach that hefdl over.
“Stop it!” she shouted. “Y ou're geding from her, idiot!”

For amoment Ezratah was winded. Then something snapped ingde him. Suddenly he was filled with
raging anger.

“Right!” he shouted. He stood up to hisfull height. “Just go to hel then, you ungrateful little cow. I've
hed it with you.”

He stalked back to the path. Then he began to run full tilt, anger pounding through his feet and into the
ground. Suddenly the sea wasin front of him. And just as suddenly his anger left m and everything that
hed happened in the last few days came back to him.

His service to Yani, pretending to be a native, cleaning, doing laundry, the tournament, the fal of
Olbia—Oh Mir! His part inthefdl of Olbia

He fdl to his knees with his face in his hands, trembling dl over, so shocked he began to gasp for
breath.

“Oh, no!” he screamed. “What have | done?...”

It was like fdling down a hole in the earth. He was overwhemed with panic and for a fewv moments
he didn’'t know where he was. Then suddenly everything was quite clear and normd again. He was stting
on his heds on the seashore, watching the gray sea. Amazingly his thoughts had turned to what was
behind him, where Marigoth was probably dill fighting to repair Yani’sinjuries.

On some levd he knew something terrible had happened to him and that he should be devasted by it,
but it was too big to redly comprehend. It was easier to go back to worrying about the ssters.

You are an idiot, he told himsdf. There's nothing helpless about that hell-brat Marigoth. The little
bitch endaved you, fool! Endaved youl

All that abuse and nagtiness. Oh Mir! That night in Yani's tent! He fdt himsdf cringe a the black
humiliation of the memory. They’d made him into a usdless, mindng, little servant boy, taken away his
manhood and ordered him about. ..

But somehow he couldn’'t get his anger to fed convincing. It had been another world. And such a
wondrous other world! The things Marigoth could do. Such power she gained by manipulaing the
eements. And she was dill only a child. He had seen things, he would never have seen had he not been
endaved. Marigoth making that gate grow into a tree or blowing open the city gate while sanding safdy
ina bonfire. Appearing and disappearing at will—genuindy disappearing by drawing the air over her, not
just by making an illuson the way other mages did. And the natives. HE'd learned more about them than
he' d ever thought possible. They were so... human. He remembered how horrible the Mirayans had
been to him when they thought he was a native. It was hard being a nativein Olbia

It was only then that he remembered that he/' d been forced to betray his own people by sding with
their enemy, and that he'd helped try to overthrow Prince Scar-van. He put his head in his hands again.
Oh Mir! He'd never be able to show hisfacein Olbia again. What about his family’s honor? What about
the estate? Horror filled him. What was he gaing to do?

After gtting with his face in his trembling hands for some time, he redlized that it was drizzing. A cold
wind was blowing a chill right through his wet clothes. He looked anxioudy backward, wondering how
Marigoth was faring. A Mirayan man didn’t leave women on their own like that. Especidly with a hodtile
meagicd entity hanging about. He stood up and walked back afew steps but could see nothing of them.

Stop it, he thought, resolutely remembering his endavement. Their fate is no concern of yours now.



You've got your own problems. Problems they caused. He strode resolutely away in the opposite
direction till he reached a stand of trees that provided cover from the wind and the worst of the rain.

He collected firewood and while doing so made the lucky find of a rabbit in a snare. He skinned and
gutted it rather inexpertly and dung it over the fire on some green twigs, the way he had seen the sarfs a
home do on hunting days.

As he wanned up and his mind relaxed, his thoughts once again moved away from humiliation and
disaster and back to the wonder of the experience. Thoughts unfolded in his heed like the soft petds of a
rose. Yani fighting in the ring, Marigoth suddenly appearing out of thin air, the mourning ceremonies for
Killon, the sound of a bard Snging native songs, the good-natured teasing of the Seagani women when he
hed been washing clothes by the river’s edge, the gate of Olbia growing into a tree. And himsdf... How
happy and a peace he had been. All that anxiety about making money and keeping his reputation
unsoiled and thinking of home—somehow those cares dill seemed distant. Pleasing Yani, that had been
dl that had mattered then. So smple. And when she was pleased, as she often was, how wonderfully
happy he had been. He could not ever remember having been so completely happy before. Was this
what it was like to truly be in love? There was cartainly something to be said for it.

She had been a very kind dave mistress, he had to give her that. He knew it had been wrong and of
course he had no dedire to continue it, but it had been such an innocent captivity. Not like some of the
ugly things he had seen done to daves. More like achild's game.

Looking down, he suddenly redlized that he was carrying dl the party’ s food in hisbag. Oh, no! They
hed no food! He was up off his seat before he redlized what a poor fool he was. He had to remember
that these women were enemies who'd endaved him. He should be resentful a them for making him their
beast of burden. And Marigoth was probably charming the rabbits out of the woods and onto her fire a
this very moment. In fact he was probably lucky she'd never done such athing to him.

Jug as he was tdling himsdf this and sdtting back down again, Marigoth came over the rise
Something black and loglike floated dong besde her. It took him a moment to redize it was Yani
wrapped in her cloak.

Marigoth stopped stock dill the minute she saw him.

“Where the hdl did you get to, you usdless beast,” she shouted. “Get over here and help me” Once
agan her words angered him. She had no business taking to him like that. He was a Mirayan gentleman.
At the same time he was filled with a ridiculous urge to help her, because she was jug a little gil with a
red, tearstained face and he was an adult man.

He got up and before he had reached her, she was at his Side tugging his hand.
“She won't wake up,” she cried. “I don’t know what’s wrong.”

He bent over the gently floating Yani and checked her skull. Head injuries were farly common among
the soldiers he had worked with, and she seemed fine to him. Her brain was repairing itsdf wel and the
broken bone was dready knitting.

“There s nothing wrong.”
“But she won't wake up, you stupid man,” screamed Marigoth. Tears began running down her face.

“Of course not,” he said, before he redized that she was probably too inexperienced to understand.
“Shell wake up when her brain is wdl enough to wake. It's just daying adeep to give itdf time to
repair, that's dl. We just have to wait.”

He tugged Y ard's shoulder and found she floated quite eeslly after him.

“Let’'s bring her over to the fire. We need to keep her warm and dry or well have a pneumonia
growing in her. Come on. Come over here and have some food. Put her down here. Hmm, this cloak is



wet. | think mineis drier.”
“Don’t put her so close to thefire. You'll burn her.”
“l know what I'm doing,” said Ezratah.

“l bet you don’'t know anything about heding, do you?' she said. “Mirayans never know anything
usful.”

“Wdl, | know more than you. That's obvious,” snapped Ezratah, mantaning his temper with gritted
teeth. She was just being cranky because she was worried. Hislittle Ssters got like this too.

“Don’t use that tone of voice with me. Yani wouldn't likeit.”
“l can say whatever | like now,” snapped Ezratah. “That Tari freed me”

“What?' cried Marigoth. She squinted a him hard. A brief look of anxiety flickered into her eyes.
Then she draightened her shoulders.

“Humph! Wdl, I'm amazed, Mirayan.”

“Amazed?’ he said coolly.

“Yes, free thislong and haven't raped ether of us”

“You little bitch,” he shouted turning on her. “You vicious, ungrateful little cow. You...”

He shouted at her for some minutes, letting dl the expletives he could think of rall off his tongue in a
wonderful, liberating stream of abuse. The look of shock on Marigoth's face findly stopped him.

“Oh, go to hdll,” he said, and he sat down on a dry stone with his back to her. He fdt both stisfied
and ashamed of himsdf. He would never have spoken to hislittle ssters so.

“It'sjust lucky your sster is such agood person,” he said. “Otherwise I'd et you both die”

“Far enough,” sad Marigoth quietly. “I guess that was a pretty nagty thing to say. Thank you for
I,.Hprg US”

He was too angry at her to accept the apology. He just sat there with his back to her. Every now and
agan he glanced surreptitioudy at Yani's face. He was rdieved to see it was looking pinker. Marigoth
rugled around behind his back. As he sat there the anger left hm and fear began to grow. He redized
he/ d made a big mistake tdling her he’ d been freed. She could quite eesly endave him again.

“Want something to eat?’ she said.

“No.”

A while later she said, “Thisrabbit is ready.”

“You edt it,” he said, uwilling to have any kind of contact with her or anything she touched.

“You know Tari don't eat meat. What's wrong? Don't be like this Why are you so cross? Look, I'm
sorry for what | said. I’'m sorry for endaving you too, if that helps.”

She came over and peered into hisface. “Don't you trust me?’
He avoided her eye.

“You know, | was thinking of freeing you mysdf,” she said. “We didn’t redly have much use for you
outsde Ol-bia. Yani never liked having a dave, and she probably would have ingsted | free you, if she
hadn’t been so caught up infinding Elena.”

A sad look crossed her face as she said those words. She shrugged. “Oh well, the food is thereif you
want it,” she said, and went away.



It was wel after midday, and findly he ate the rabbit. It tasted extremdy good. Marigoth was
wandering about making a pile of smdl stones on the ground. At length she finished. She must have used
some magic then, for she passed her hands over them and they moved around on the ground and formed
a different pattern. She peered at them and gave a little grunt of satisfaction. Evidently she was pleased
with wheat they told her.

“Wha are you doing?’ he said curioudy.

“Checking for the Circle of Power,” she said. “There is one near here. She mugt have come out of
that. How is she keeping track of us? | wonder how | can get around her.”

“How isit | can’t see your magic?’

“Can you see each other’s?’

“Of course. Wdl, more likefed it.”

“l don’'t know the reason. | can see your magic and the magic of other Tari quite clearly.”

She went over to a nearby tree. After looking up into the branches, she put her hands on the trunk
and concentrated. It looked dmog as if she was ligening to it. Curious, he walked over and stood
nearby. Suddenly the branches above them started thrashing about. He jumped back in fright. They
looked like tentacles. Blood chilled, he watched them twist and turn until he redized that they were
weaving themsalves together to make a woven roof. “How did you do that?’

“Y ou have to persuade the eements flowing through the world to move themsdlvesin a way that suits
you. | don't know if a non-Tari can. It's a matter of connecting with the life force, you see, and
outlanders seemed to be... disconnected. Anyway, now we have a rainproof celing. Let's move
everything under here. Some more food would be nice.

“| could eat another rabbit Couldn’t you charm one into coming to us, so that | can catch it?’
“Ohno!” she said shocked. “That's forbidden. Y ou musn't use megic to take life”
“Butit'sdl right to endave people?’

She turned on him roundly. “It served you right. All 1 did was put a warding on Yani so that any spell
you cast on her would rebound onto you. All right, so | did make it stronger. But it was your own spdl
and it was mostly powered by your own magic. Do you understand? You were endaved by your own

megic.”
“You clever little bitch,” he said with grudging admiration. Such language she brought out in him.

“Wdl, what do you mean by trying to cast such a gpdl on my sster? Or on anyone? Don't you
Mirayans have any ethics?’

“That gpdll wouldn’'t make anyone do anything they redly believed was wrong.”

“A charm spel? Don't treat me like a fool. Charmed people... they hardly count as free agents, do
they?”

“l don’'t believe aword of this. That spdl made me work againgt my own people. It can’t have been
my charm spell. | did something | thought was very wrong.”

“How did it make you work againgt your own people?’

“Wdl...” He couldn’t put his finger on it for a moment. “By hdping you and Yani. By... anyway, a
charm spdl isn't as srong as that.”

“Maybein your heart of hearts you thought we were right,” she said.
“Oh, go to hdl,” he snarled, and went back to his sedt.



He would set off and leave them as soon as they were settled. He didn't have to take this The
thought that he had been charmed by his own spell made him sick with shame. It just wasn't possible. |
don't believe aword of it, he thought.

“Yani,” cried Marigoth, rushing to her sgter’s side.

Ezratah saw that the warrior woman was awake. Suddenly he was very embarrassed by the idea of
seding her.

He stamped off into the forest and poked about looking for another snare. He'd try to find more
food, then he'd go. He' d need food to travel anyway.

While he was poking about he remembered how megicaly weak he had been while he was endaved.
It hadn't worried him much then, except that he'd fdt inadequate to protect Yani. Did he beieve
Marigoth’'s story? She'd never been a liar. Brutdly honest rather. But a mirror warding! He'd never
heard of such athing. What aussful spel that would be! He wandered dong trying to work out how he
could create one of his own and soon sumbled on a scruffy little netive hut. The woman insde was
happy to give hm some oat bread and more cheese and in return he cleaned out her well. By the time
he/ d magicked three dead rats and a dead bird out of it and fashioned a little wooden cover for it, it was
late afternoon.

“Oh, there you are,” sad Marigoth sarcadticdly when he returned. “We thought you'd gone for
good.”

She took his spoails. “A bit rough-looking,” she said.

“No on€e' sforcing you to edt it,” he said.

Marigoth actudly grinned and her eyes twinkled.

“Wdl, it's very good of you,” she said disamingly. “Thank you.”

“Right,” he said thrown by this sudden pleasantness. “How's Yani?’

“She seems wel enough. But she was tired and a bit muddled so she went back to deep.”

“Muddled?’ sad Ezratah. He went over to where the degping warrior lay and put his hand on her
forehead.

The hediing seemed to be coming dong quite well. “ She knew who you were?’

“Yes, and who she was t0o. She just repeated hersdf a bit. She was very worried about our Sster.
Shetried to get up but she couldn’t. That's normd, isn't it?’

“Yes” sad Ezratah. “I think she will be fine. Head injuries are serious, though. She will need to rest.
Shewill probably need to rest for a couple of days.”

“And while she rests Elena and Alyx are getting farther and farther away,” said Marigoth.

“If she tries to get up any earlier she may damage hersdlf,” sad Ezratah. “I’ve seen this sort of thing
before”

“Yes, yes” sad Marigoth irritably.

He hoped Yani would be sensible. The thing was he could entirdy understand their anxiety. If it had
been one of his sgters... He wondered if there was anything he— stop it! What a fool he wad! In their
own ways, they were both of them far stronger than he.

“Um, it will be dark soon,” said Marigoth. “1 wonder if you would stay with us and keep an eye on
Yani. I'mnot redly...”

Was she frightened? The hdll-brat? Of what? The dark? Her Tari enemies? Yani’sinjury?



“Hne” sad Ezratah. “1 wouldn't get far before the light falls anyway.”
In actud fact he was completely confounded as to where he should go.

They sat by the fire together in slence for a while, and Ezratah fdt suprisngly comfortable. W, he
supposed he had been traveling with them for a while now, even if he had been out of his right mind for
mog of thetime,

He saw that Marigoth was depressed. He was unable to stop himsdf wanting to cheer her up. “Wolf
Madraga iswdl known to be a decent man who treets his daves well.”

It backfired badly.

“Decent man!” cried Marigoth. “He killed her beloved hushand. Would you want anything to do with
someone who had killed the one you love? Espedidly in that way?’

“Wdl | guess... no | suppose...” The whole subject was suddenly embarrassing. He didn't want to
gart talking about that kind of thing with a little girl. That was completely wrong. He could see she was
embarrassed too.

She was right, though. He wouldn't want to have sexud congress with someone who had killed
anyonein hisfamily. Although women were different.

Weren't they? What if they weren't? That would be horrible because so often... when they got
captured in battle and endaved. ..

He spent the rest of the evening trying not to think about it.

That night he could not deep. His mind was too full of confuson. What was he going to do now?
Dare he show hisfacein Olbia again? Now that Scarvan was dead, there would be a struggle for power.
Best keep out of that—too much chance of being on the logng side. And if there wasn't a struggle for
power, the high chief and Wolf Madraga were certainly on a collison course. How could he know who
was going to win that? Should he leave theidand of Yarmar completely and go to Ishtak. To do what?

He was a Mirayan nobleman. Someone would recognize his vaue. But who?
He heard rustling on the other sde of the fire and turned his head.

A large tabby cat was just disgppearing into the darkness. He sat up quickly. There was dill a lump in
Mari-goth’s bedroll, but he was suddenly certain that she was not there. He dmaost got up to check.

No! Wiser not to interfere.

He lay there for a moment feding virtuous and clever for not interfering. Then he began to wonder
what she was doing cregping about in the guise of a cat. Probably trying to get past the Tari. He started
to worry. That Tari who had stopped them had been terrifyingly powerful and Marigoth was only a little
airl.

That very moment a loud shriek came from the direction of the track.

He legpt out of his blanket, lit the end of his hand and ran toward the sound.

A glowing bundle was gruggling and shouting expletives in the center of the track. It was Marigoth in
her own form. She was tangled in some kind of net. As he bent down to help her, she shouted.

“No! Quick! Try and get through! Go on! While he's busy!” She managed to shove him forward.

He understood immediately. It took anorma mage time to recover from a piece of mgor magic like
net-making. He siwung round and began to run dong the track as fagt as he could, holding up his lit hand.
His feet floundered in the sand, but nothing came up to stop him. He seemed to be getting through. He
had run far enough for his bregth to be coming in gasps. How would he know if he got far enough? If he
did get through, what then? What should—



Thunk!

He hit a barrier. He caught his foot and knee and am such a hard crack that he hopped around
groaning and swearing for a few minutes.

The barrier was completely invisble. He could see the shadowy shapes of trees and the track in the
blackness just ahead, but when he tried to step forward he hit something hard and could go no farther.
The barrier went as high as he could reach and when he went left off the track, he could not find its end.

The hardness thrummed, like the feding he'd had in that stone circle. When he reached out to touch
it, the barrier fdt unpleasant, like pins and needles in his hand.

“Youwon't get, through,” said a man’s voice.

A glowing Tari in a green robe was Stting on a tree sump on the other Sde of the barrier. His face
was aso covered by a hood but he had human hands. They were fine white hands resting gracefully in his
lap, and his legs were crossed very degantly. He looked so like a courtier that Ezratah dmost fdt
contemptuous, which was unwise in the face of such power.

“I'm just trying to get to Lamartaine” sad Ezratah.
“You'retrying to rescue ElenaMori,” said the man. “I know. | saw you with the Miracle Sigters”
“Who?’

“Don't play games with me. They're fakes, you know. They're warped and soiled by the outlands.
They are not true Tari. They do not know the pure beauty of the life spirit.”

I‘Wr]al?’

“ElenaMori has a destiny to fuifill. You can't change destiny, just stop being a pest and go away. Go
and get on with your own little life”

The man's amug tone so annoyed Ezratah that he threw a bolt of power a him.

The bolt bounced off the barrier and came right back at Ezratah who had to throw himsdf on the
ground to avoid it.

The man laughed mockingly and disappeared.

When he and Marigoth got back to the fire, Yani was crawling around on the ground, groggily
looking for her sword. Only with magic could they force her to lie down again. They stoked the fire up
into a high blaze.

“We will never get to Elena this way,” fretted Marigoth. “Perhaps by sea. Though | think they mugt
have cdled up that sorm the other day. | thought it came very suddenly. If only...” Her face clenched
with anguish and she fdl slent.

“What do they mean by destiny?’ said Ezratah.
“l don't know,” said Marigoth.

“What do you mean, you don’t know? Are you three the Miracle Sisters? Is this some kind of arcane
Tai thing?’

“l don't know. | redly don't know.”
“How can you not know?’
Marigoth hesitated. Then she said, “I never met another Tari before.”



“What? You mean... aren’'t you one of these people? Aren't you from Ermora?’
Marigoth looked a him speculatively.

“It's like this” she said at last, and she told him of ther grandmother’s flight from Ermora and how
they had been brought up in the outside world by hdf-Tari foster parents.

“l can't believe this. You mean dl that guff in Olbia about being Tari was a just a big confidence
trick.”

“No,” snapped Marigoth. “We redly are Tai with everything that it means. Just not Ermora Tari.
And now we are old enough we can go there if we want. We just never wanted to. | gill don't want to.”
She looked thoughtful. “But maybe we should.”

“They don't seem very friendly.”

“Thisign't how my foster parents described them.”

“Maybe they’ ve changed.”

“Maybe”

“So what isthis destiny Suff?’

“l have no idea”

“What do you mean? Didn’t your grandmother tel you why she left Ermora?’
“| was five when she disappeared!”

“Didn’'t shetdl your foster parents?’

“Not exactly. She sad it was something to do with a prophecy, which would warp our lives. Sweet
lifd Now here we are being prevented from rescuing Elena by people taking of detiny.”

She put her face in her hands.

Ezratah was dmogt relieved to find that they were as capable of baing as fodlish as the other natives.
They weren't so superior after dl! “Thisis something to do with a prophecy, then? Do Tari bdievein that
sort of thing?’

“Tai have some adllity to foretdl the future”

“What? Oh, come on. No one has that ability.”

“No, it'strue. My foster mother, Lashanna, could sometimes tdl what was going to happen.”
“ Sometimes? Foretelling the futureisjust clever tricks.”

“Are you cdling my foster mother aliar?” Yani groaned on the other side of the fire. Ezratah suddenly
redlized they’ d been shouting a each other. Time to start acting a bit more adult.

“l don’t mean to be rude about your foster mother, but | just don’t believein foretdling.”

“Humph,” said Marigoth. She was slent for a moment and then suddenly she grinned wryly. “Wall,
Lashanna dways did say that it was such an unrdiable gift that it was pretty much usdess. She sad that
the future changed as the present changed. That what you saw was only the future that would happen if
events continued on their present course. But you couldn’t tdl if they would remain on that course, O
you couldn’t act on your knowledge of the future.”

“What do you meaen?’

“She used to say there was no point acting on your foretellings till the things you foresaw actudly
started to happen. That Tari were forbidden to do s0.”



“But these Tari seem to be acting on the future”

“Maybe it's changed. But these Tari seem to be saying that they are trying to bring about a desired
future by forcing Elenato marry Wolf Madraga. Is that how it looks to you? It sounds crazy.”

Ezratah thought about it. “It could be a logicd explanation of events. If you believed the future could
be foretold.”

“But what future could possibly require Elena to marry Wolf Madraga?’
“Don't ask mel | don't believe people can foretd| the future”
Marigoth sat garing at the fire and looking miserable.

“You don’'t know anyone outside Ermora who might know what is going on?’ asked Ezratah, trying
to be hdpful.

“No. Our fogter parents told us everything they know.”

“Wl, if these Tari had wanted to harm us, they would have done so by now,” said Ezratah, trying to
approach the problem logicdly. “They are so strong. They could do anything they liked with us. |
suppose that means they don’t want to harm us. Perhaps you should go to Ermora and find out why they
are doing this”

“l guess” said Marigoth. Suddenly with a sob she put her face in her hands. “I don’t want to go to
Ermora. Chaod! | wish Yani was awake. Elena is getting farther and farther away, and | don't know
whet to do.”

“There now,” said Ezratah, touched despite dl his previous bad experience. She talked so much like
an adult sometimes that he kept forgetting that Marigoth was just a child. A girl child at that.

“Don't speak to me as if | was some kind of baby,” shouted Marigoth angrily. “I'm smart too. |
can—" Suddenly she put her face in her hands and made an infuriated noise.

Used to the tantrums of hislittle Ssters, Ezratah paid it no heed. He made soothing noises.

“Be kind to yoursdlf. You've done very wel for someone not yet grown. No one expects you to be
able to manage like a grown-up. Soon Yani will be awake. I'm sure she ll know what to do.”

Marigoth was garing a him with her mouth open. What on Mir's earth had he said to astonish her.
Who could understand natives? Or women for that matter. For a moment he thought she was going to
shout a him, but instead she shut her mouth and turned her back on him.

He was slent for a moment, unsure how to respond. Here he was taking care of a little girl who had
just endaved him and ruined dl his hopes. But you couldn’'t blame children for what they did. He dmost
wished he was one again. Sometimes it was very complicated being an adult. He fdt tired just thinking
about it.

“Why don't we get some deep? It will dl seem better in the morning.”

He lay down with his back to her. After a minute he was pleased to hear her dimbing into her
blankets.

“Wel, I'll tel you one thing,” she said forcefully, “any prophecy that requires Elena to stay with Wolf
Madraga is wrong, no matter what | have to do to make it s0.”

“Good for you!” sad Ezratah with what he hoped was a nice baance between assuagement and
encouragement.

Over the years since the Tari had stopped traveing in the outer world, Jagamar had collected a solid



little group of powerful young mages around him, whom he referred to as his Defenders of Ermora He
kept them eager to please him in the same way that he kept his niece Jndabyne eager, by the judicious
gving and then withholding of favor. It made them hard-edged and competitive and meant he could rey
on them to inform on each other. Of dl his young defenders he had most need to keep a watch on
Jndabyne, for though she was the mogt loyd, she was dso the most dangerous.

Unbeknowngt to her he had had one of his other defenders watching Jindabyne's activities. Thus he
knew even before she had informed him that Elena Mori was in the hands of Wolf Madraga. He knew of
the pursuit of Elena by her sisters and dispatched two of his other defenders to relieve her. For reasons
of hisown, he did not want his niece coming into too greet a contact with Math-inna s grandchildren who
were dso his nieces.

Kintora, his spy, was dill in his library with him. Jaga-mar liked Kintora—she was a pretty creature,
quick and eager to please. She liked to wear jasmine woven into her hair and its scent filled the library.
For the moment it pleased him. Later when the time seemed right he would shame her out of wearing it.

Kintora was younger than Jindabyne and lacked her knowledge of the outsde world, but she had
done well and he had decided to train her up for outland work.

He was indructing her from the Book of Outlanders when the door flew open. A tdl bird stood
there—a marvelous bird dmog astal as a man, long-legged and eegant with a daggerlike beak and hard
predator’s eyes. Its black wings were banded with fiery red feethers. When it saw him looking, the bird
stalked across the floor toward him with magnificent dignity, its claws tapping crisply on the floorboards.

Jagamar looked at Kintora who, with pleasing obedience, got up and left the room. He returned to his
reading. It did not do to encourage Jndabyne in these extravagances. She was getting far too full of
hersdf asit was. He turned the page of his book, caressing the soft vdlum with his dry fingers.

“You have come back, then niece?’

He heard a rudling of feethers and a faint cresking of bones as she changed back to her proper
shape. When he was sure she was finished, he looked at her.

She was garing at the side door through which Kintora had gone. “Who was that young one?’
“Kintora. No doubt she has grown since you last saw her.”
“Kintora?’ said Jndabyne disconcerted. “Little Miss Spotty Face?”’

“Yes” sad Jagamar, amiling alittle maicioudy to himsdf. How competitive they were! “I have taken
her for an assstant. | need some help with the nectar dreamers when you are away so much.”

“Wel, you will not need her any longer. | have come back for good,” said Jndabyne.
Jagamar rewarded her with a warm enough amile. “Then destiny has returned to its proper course?’
“It has, Sr. Wolf Madraga has his bride.”

“Good.” He took her hand and patted it kindly. “You have done wel, my child. Just as | expected.
Very good.”

He returned to his book.
Jndabyne stood looking around the room, especidly at the door through which Kintora had just |€ft.
“So what happens now?’ she asked at last. There was a tentative sound in her voice.

“l imagine you are tired and will want a rest,” said her unde absently. “Perhaps you would like to go
up country and vigt some of those little birds that you seem to like so much.”

“Isthat what you want, Sr?’



“That must be what you want, my dear. Are you not tired after being so long anong the outlanders?’

“Of course” sad Jndabyne nervoudy. She had dways fdt nervous around her uncle. Strange,
conddering how much she loved him. She turned and went to the door.

“Sr?’ she said. “You dill want me as your assstant, don’t you? Sir?’

Jagamar looked up from his book with a pleased amile. “How can you doubt it, my dear? You're
such agood girl. And | have easly enough work for two assstants.”

“So Kintoraisto stay?

“You are both to stay. Come here, my dear.” He held out his am and she went gladly to his Sde to
accept his rather cold hug. He returned to his reading, but kept his arm around her waist and patted her
hip absently.

“Sr?’ she said emboldened by these affections.
“Um-hum.”

“l am troubled by what | have done.”

“Oh, Jndabyne. What troubles you this time?’

“It seems to me that it isa crud thing. That man will never find happiness with that woman. She does
not want him.”

“Dedtiny isa crud magter,” said Jagamar. “But they do not need to be happy. All they need isto get a
child. Then she may leave him if she wishes. Don't be troubled. The woman has spent her whole life
among outlanders. Sheis probably the only one of our people who can bear the crude sght and amdl of
the creatures. The man is only an outlander. No need to think anything of him. | doubt he has any red

fedings”
Something about her undée s words sung Jindabyne.
“Are you sure we have to do this?’ she said suddenly.
Jagamar turned to look at her increduloudly.
“Are you questioning me, Jndabyne?’
She was suddenly frightened by what she had started, yet there was a ging of anger urging her on.
“No gr. Jug—"

“Now that the two are mated | can confidently expect that visons of the burning time should diminish.
Do you doubt my judgment?’

“It'sjud... she dready has one hdf-Tari child. She had a child with Eldene Mori.”
“Areyou giving me advice, niece?’

“But... that degtiny might just happen... anyway.” Jndabyne' s voice dropped away a the look on
her uncle' s face.

Jagamar’ s voice rose. “Are you questioning the importance of acting vigoroudy to protect Ermora
Jugt because you have some soft fedings for the people involved? Defenders of Ermora have have no
business having soft fedings, especidly not for outlanders. | am ashamed of you, girl.”

“May | not wonder, Sir?” retorted Jndabyne, exasperated. Then she looked shocked as if she could
not believe what she had just said.

Jagamar could not believe it either. She had never spoken to him like this before.
“No, you may not,” he snapped. “You have been away too long. You have forgotten who | am and



who you are. 1 am your uncle. | have the Great Vison for the future of Ermora. One that will save it from
disaster. Have | not earned the right to go unquestioned? Have | not been right about everything ese?”

A druggle was taking place in Jndabyne's mind. One part of her was churning with anger a her
unde the other part was whimpering at the turn events were taking.

“I only—"
He dammed the book shut and stood up.

“You disappoint me, Jndabyne,” he said inalow, angry voice. “I did expect greater loydty from my
own niece. | am ashamed of you.”

Jndabyne s face was stricken.
“Sir, | have done everything you wanted. Please don't be angry now.”

“Leave me” said Jagamar, turning his face away. “I will not have my precious time wasted with this
Supidity.”

Jndabyne came to her uncl€'s sde and kndt there. “Unde, forgive me. | was wrong to question
yw.”

Jagamar ignored her.
“Sir, please”
Sill Jagamar ignored her.

As she kndt uncertainly beside him the anger in her began to boil over filling her mind with white heat
agan. She had done wel. She had. She deserved better than this after dl she had been through for him.

“Vey wel,” she said suddenly. She jumped and went away, damming the door.

A moment later Gunidah and Kintora came diding in through the other doorway. Kintora did smugly
to Jaga-mar’'s d9de.

“l can’'t believe she spoke to you like thet, Sr.”

“Nor can |, my dear.” He shook himsdf dightly and the surprised look Ieft his face. “You see now the
dangers of deding with outlanders.”

“l would never disappoint you, Sir.”

He amiled at her kindly. “1 know you would not. Now, if you will excuse me, dear. | must speak with
Gunidah.”

Gunidah looked concerned. When Kintora had left she said, “What a strange creature your niece id
You were very hard on her. Was it wise?’

“She deserved it. | can’'t have my defenders questioning me. Or being sickly sentimental about those
beadtly creatures.”

Gunidah hovered thoughtfully.
“If you are too hard on her, she may betray you.”

“Jndabyne? Never! She and | are bound together with hoops of iron. She will come crawling back.
Don't worry yoursdf, a much more difficult task is ahead of us”

“What do you meaen?’
“Itislikely that the Ssterswill now come to Ermorain search of answers.”
“Oh no! Of course! What—"



“Don’'t worry! We amply need to make sure to keep them busy so that they don’'t go asking the
wrong people questions. Just dday them. Make sure above dl that ndther of them mdd in the spirit
Ca/e_”

“WEe re not going to be able to prevent them forever.”

“We don’'t need to forever, just long enough for Elena Tari to conceive Wolf Madraga's child. That's
the beauty of it. Consdering what animds the outlanders are, that shouldn’t take too long. Then she can
go free. And who knows... She may want to be rid of the child once it's born, which will give us an
opportunity.”

“You are a magter, Jagamar,” breathed Gunidah. “Y ou dready had dl this planned?’

“Of course. Now | want you to go back to Penterong and make sure that if they do come, you are
the first one they meet.”

Chapter 18

“They will stop us” whispered Marigoth. “Let’s try something dse”

“If they’re determined to keep us from Elena it will make no difference where we go,” sad Yani.
“Comeon.”

The sigers joined hands and ran forward. Ezratah had been expecting that, though they had an
agreement, they might try to shake him off. So he grabbed hold of Mari-goth’s other hand and ran with
them. They dashed between the stones into the Circle of Power. There was a moment of cold darkness
S0 brief that at first Ezratah thought it was amply the stones blotting out the sun, and he fdt a sudden
lurch asif someone had yanked him backward. It was only when he fdt a jarring thrumming in his bones
that he knew there was magic in the Circle and by then he was back in sunlight again.

It was dl so quick that hisfirg thought was, Damn, they stopped us. Then he blinked. They were no
longer on the scrubby hills of the coast where they had entered the Circle of Power.

Yani let out acry of triumph and exultation.
“I loveit!” She shook her head back and thrugt her fig up into the air.

Madwoman, thought Ezratah sourly. He was relieved it had worked, however. His teeth were
chattering with the thrumming of the Circle' s magic; he walked quickly forward to get free of it.

They had tried for severd days to get past the Tai who guarded the road to the fortress a
Lamartaine. Two young mae mages had stopped them every time, though never as vidently as the
bird-clawed femae had the firg time. With greet reluctance Yani and Marigoth had findly decided thet it
was time to go to Ermorato find out why Elena mugt be a captive.

By then the idea of Ermora had firmly taken hold in Ezratah’s imagination. What kind of place would
people like Marigoth live in? It could be wondrous. If he went to Penterong with the sisters, he would
know more about the Tari than any other Mirayan and soon this would become very vauable
knowledge. His ambitions were reasserting themsalves.

Now here they were outside the gates of the legendary Ermora.

For the firg time since he had been in Yarmar he could see no mountains on the horizon, only a few
sharp green-clad peaks nearby. They mug be high up. The mountain air was extraordinarily refreshing



and invigorating.
The stone circle was st judt a the edge of a green and beautiful forest of towering trees and ferns.
Surdy the eevation was too high for trees?

Before them lay a shdlow valey where the trees thinned and were broken up by green pasturelands.
Black-and-white cows and tal chestnut horses grazed in the pasture, and a meandering stream glinted in
the fresh morning sun. Beyond tha rose a steep green hillock shaped like a massve earth fortification.
There was a perfection, a lightness about the whole view that made him fed good dl over. A sudden
tremendous longing to see beyond that far hillock filled him. The land beyond must be exquisite. Was it
hisimagingtion or was it glowing?

“Ermora” said Yani looking in the same direction.

“How drongly it cals” said Marigoth softly. “1 would never have thought it.”

“The place our grandmother took us from... to save us” murmured Y ani.

“But from what?’ wondered Marigoth.

The two women were slent. For a moment Ezratah feared they were going to turn around and go
right back through the stones. Then suddenly Yani tossed her head and reached around to pull her sword
off her back. She buckled it round her wais.

“A lifelivedin fear isalife hdf-lived,” she cried. “Come on, Mari. We've got a Sdter to rescue. Let's
go!” She strode forward.

They took a nearby road; it led out of the forest, and soon they were driding down it so fagt that
Marigoth and Ezratah were puffing. A thin strip of pasture land flanked the road. Behind it the forest was
lush.

Ezratah fdt absurdly happy, tranquil, just baing here. 1t was hard to keep any thought of danger in his
mind.

He was just about to beg Yani to dow down when a man wearing a brown tunic and green hose
came running out of the forest. Behind him came two women dressed, rather immodestly, in exactly the
same way. As they came onto the path, they stopped and stared a Yani and Marigoth. Yani put her
hand on her sword and kept waking past them. When Y ani, Marigoth and Ezratah were past, the three
followed behind. Soon other people came out of the forest staring and following them. All of them were
Tai with beautiful Tari faces and tdl Tari physques. Some were dressed in tunic and hose, a couple in
long robes, but there seemed to be no difference in men and women's dress. Did they see them as baing
the same? How could that possibly work?

“Are they usng magic?’ he asked Marigoth.
“Thereis magic everywhere here,” she replied. “Like the weave in acloth.”
“What do we do if they attack?’

“Run? Lie down and play dead? Make up your own plan,” said Marigoth. “You wanted to come,
Mirayan.”

The Tari did not seem aggressive. No one attempted to stop them.

Theroad led toward a huge rocky outcrop covered in some kind of greenery. Ezratah redized there
was a gate ahead when people suddenly began running toward them—a crowd in fact, which blocked

their path. The people stared and whispered among themsdlves. Yani and Marigoth seemed unsure what
to do.

Suddenly a voice was heard at the edge of the crowd and a woman came pushing through the bodies.
She was as young and beautiful as the rest of the Tari, but her hair was dlver instead of gold and her



bearing held the unmistakable air of authority.

“Gretings to you, strangers. You are most welcome to Penterong. | am Gunidah, head of this heding
house.”

“| thank you for your welcome, Lady Gunidah,” said Yani, replying in Tari. “But alas we have most
serious business to transact. Our sster has been kidnapped and when we followed to try and release her,

we were stopped and attacked by a Tari. She broke my skull and my arm and did not stop to see me
healed. We come here seeking justice and our sister’ s freedom.”

A shocked outcry spread throughout the crowd. Gunidah held up her hand and the talk died quickly.

“Thisis indeed a most serious matter. If you come with us into the hdls of Penterong, we sl
addressiit. But firdt, may we know your names?’

“Thisis our Mirayan friend, Ezratah,” said Yani. “I am Yanimena and this is Marigoth. Our sgter is
cdled Elena”

Probably nobody heard this last name, for the moment Yani named hersdf there were cries of
recognition.

“They are cdling us the Miracle Three,” muttered Marigoth to Ezratah. “A bit ridiculous—there are
only two of us here”

Gunidah held up her hand again and after a few moments the voices subsided.

“It joys us to greet our dear friend Mathinna's granddaughters. But we are much pained by your
gtory. Attack and coercion are forbidden to us Tari. We beg you to accept our hospitdity and promise
by the five dements that you will be entirdy unharmed within the wals of Penterong. Your companion is
mog welcome as wdl.”

She bowed toward Ezratah with charming elegance.
Yani and Marigoth exchanged looks.

“We thank you,” said Yani. “But have we your word thet if we come into Penterong we will be able
to leave again a our will?’

The Tari looked more astonished then ever.
“Leave Ermora” cried Gunidah in astonishment. “Why?...”

Then she appeared to recover hersdf. “I swear on the five dements that if you wish to leave us agan,
you shdll be free to do so. But leaving Ermora these days carries the threat of exile. Our council may be
uwilling to let you enter a second time.”

“Itisarisk | am prepared to take for the sake of my sster Eleng” said Yani soutly. “We thank you,
then, for your kind hospitdity and will be happy to follow you.”

Even up close it was impossble to think of the gate of Penterong as something man-made, for it
looked so much like naturd rock. Briar-roses dung to the rock face and their ddicious scent permested
the air. Though he knew little of plants, Ezratah had a feding that it was too late in the year for briars to
be flowering in such profusion. Ever after when he smdled that scent, he would remember the Tari.

As they went through the gate the illuson of nature passed away, for within was a wide grassy
courtyard surrounded by a colonnaded sgquare three stories high. This reminded Ezratiah of the great
fortified monasteries he had known as a child in Miraya, which functioned both defengvely and as
hospices. The courtyard within the gates was full of Archipdagans, dl at various stages of heding. Some
were lying in beds in the little cell-like rooms dong the colonnade and some sat enjoying the sun in the
center of the courtyard. The sck paid them little attention, but throughout the building fair-haired,
greenrobed figures came peering out of doorways and collected dong the upper balconies. Yani riding



aong with her sword a her Sde seemed to excite especid interest.

The colonnades were thickly grown with cregping vines, whose huge spirding stems covered the
pillars of the courtyard so thickly that Ezratah could not even tdl if there was any stone beneath. It was a
marveous effect. In fact it was the most magnificent courtyard he had ever seen. But he did not breathe a
word of this to his companions. Part of him was dightly outraged that natives could make something so
megnificent, but he quickly forgot this thought.

Suddenly, here, life seemed exating and beautiful, and he fdt himsdf capable of dl kinds of wonders.
The vague anxiety he had fdt about his future receded. He would return to Olbia one day full of vauable
knowledge and become a great man on the strength of it.

The ssters were both thrilled and daunted. Will we be gble to get anything from these people if they
do not want to hdp us thought Y ani, and she sensed Marigoth was thinking the same thing. Yet her heart
aung to be here. She could sense the very wadls glowing with magic. The life spirit flowing through
evarything filled her with a tinging joy. Yet as it did so it made her more aware that she was now a
cresture of the raven. She fdt the blackness of her actions at Olbia within her.

Gunidah led them quickly across the courtyard and through an archway into another area of forest.
This forest was more dosely tended than the one outside. Branches of trees were woven into shelters,
lush green grass sprinkled with tiny flowers grew like a carpet on the ground and little wooden chairs and
tables were scattered here and there. Stone paths wound away on ether sde and she glimpsed stone-
and wickerwork wals through the low hanging branches. It was more like a wooded garden than a
forest. The raven blackness in Yani's pirit was momentarily washed away by its sheer beauty. The life
spirit was wonderful and she was lucky to be able to partake of it.

They came to asmdl dearing where a soring fed into a smdl pool before trickling away as a stream.
Here a wooden table had been sat with bowls of fruit and bread and cheese. Some wooden chairs were
grouped around it. Gunidah invited them to st at the table and poured pae golden wine from a jug; a
young man and woman offered them food.

“Perhgps your companion would like to see Penterong while we discuss your concerns” sad
Gunidah. She nodded at the young woman who was serving them.

“Wynnbryng would be happy to show this Mirayan around Penterong, wouldn't you, dear?’

“l would love to,” said Wynnbryng, giving Ezratah what Marigoth later described as a disgusting
gooey look.

Ezratah immediatdy took some bread and cheese and went off with her.
“Typicd,” muttered Marigoth.

The moment he was out of earshot, Gunidah turned to them. “I long to hear news of my dear friend
Mathinna.”

Yan and Marigoth exchanged looks. “I'm afraid she disappeared many years ago,” said Yani. “We
hed hoped we might find her here”

Gunidah looked shocked.
“Here?” She shook her head vigoroudy. “No, she's not herel”

“We thought you might be keeping her prisoner,” said Marigoth provocatively. Yani was convinced
Grandmother was dead, but Marigoth was keeping fath. Certain that Ermora hed the key to her
wheregbouts. She just had to dir up theright ants nest. Then maybe Grandmother could hep them with
Elena

The young man serving shot Marigoth alook of outrage, but Gunidah replied camly, “That could not



be done; such an act would pollute the very essence of Ermora. You would be wiser to look for your
Grandmother elsewhere”

“We fear she has come to some harm,” said Yani.

“Then the cause is obvious,” said Gunidah shortly. “We know wel how dangerous outlanders are.
But | an mod troubled to hear this”

And she did indeed ook worried.

“We too are sorry that she is not here” said Yani, looking wamningly at Marigoth. Grandmother had
been gone eighteen years. They needed to focus on Elena now. “But we are very concerned about our
sster. Perhaps you could explain to us why we have been attacked by Tari?’

“l cannot,” said Gunidah. She was obvioudy disconcerted by this forceful change of subject, but she
recovered quickly. “I am mydtified. We Tari have taken a vow not to leave Ermora and even if we had
not, the Tari are children of the life pirit. We would be overwhelmed by the horror of it. Your sster must
know thisto be true from her own experiences as a mage”

It was on the tip of Marigoth’s tongue to say that she knew no such thing. Her own experience told
her that you could commit considerable acts of violence usng the life spirit. You fdt badly when you
committed them and you knew that one day you would be caled to account for them but only the taking
of human life caused you to actudly suffer. But it was time to be agreesble or at least let Yani be
agreeable, s0 she held her tongue.

“The people were Tari. My sgter fdt ther magic,” said Yani.

“Your sgter,” said Gunidah thoughtfully, looking a Marigoth. “I see” The dight tone of disbdief in
her voice made Marigoth bristle, but ill she controlled her tongue.

“These people spoke of my sster having a destiny. A destiny to be with Wolf Madraga. Who e se but
the Tari have any ingght into destiny?”

“Dediny?’ said Gunidah smoothly. “ Strange words indeed, considering... | think you should tdl me
dl about it, then.”

It took them a long time to recount the story because Gunideh continudly interrupted and asked
guestions. She seemed to need informaion on so many things quite irrdevant things about the outsde
world. When they got to the description of the attack, she was shocked to her core that Yani had drawn
her sword againg the bird-clawed woman.

“Wha were you taught?’ she cried in horror. “To offer violence to another human being.”

“What should | have done, then?’ said Yani defensvely. “I am no mage. Should | have just stood by
and let that creature keep me from my sster?’

“A true Tari would... I'm not surprised that whatever it was attacked you if you attacked it fird,” sad
Gunidah roundly. “It probably would never have attacked you otherwise. | can see you have learned
many wrong ideas in your years in the outlands.”

Yan sruggled to suppress an urge to confirm Gu-nidah's bad opinion of her by giving her a good
shaking. Fortunately Marigoth spoke up.

“But | thought that Tari mages were supposed to send you to deep if you attacked them. Did not the
Tai do wrong to offer usviolencein return?’

“l am not convinced this person you speak of was a Tari,” sad Gunidah. Suddenly she turned on
Yani.

“You wear avery warlike garb. Am | to understand that you are in the habit of usng violence? You
sad something about a tournament. Did you take part in it?’



“In the outsde world it is necessary to defend yoursdf sometimes, and | am not a mage who can send
my enemies to deep.”

“So you admit to this horror,” snapped Gunidah.
“Itisnot a horror, and yes | do.”

“Did it never occur to you to take yoursdf out of reach of the violence, so that you would do no
wrong?’ asked Gunidah.

“It was not dways possible. From the very early days | was involved in defending my sister Elena”
“You could have returned to Ermora.”
“Our grandmother told us that danger lay here for us” snapped Y ani.

“What! Sweet life Why ever... Wdl! That was very wrong of her. Very wrong. But you could have
found some secluded place to live away from outlanders and their violent ways. | think you have sought
out violence, haven't you?’

Thiswas not atime for anger. Yani pulled back her temper. “Perhaps you are right.” Agreeing might
be the best way to finish this infuriding argument and get back to Elena She just hoped she sounded
more sincere than she fdt. “ Perhaps | should reconsider my ways. But tdl me, why did our Grandmother
beieve Ermora was s0 dangerous for us? Perhaps you could tdl us why you think she was wrong?’

Once again Gunidah was confounded by a magterly change of subject.

“Her reasons? Wel um, wdll... it's along and complicated story but bascdly it started when your
grandmother’ s son Garroway died at the hands of Asgor. He was her only surviving relative.

“At this time Shara, your mother was pregnant with you. She too was devastated. Her grief was so
grong that she went into the Spirit Cave to commune with the life spirit. When she came out, though, it
was far too early. She gave hirth to three babies, you three. A miraculous thing; triplets are unknown to
the Tari. Everyone believed she had only one baby in her womb when she went into the Spirit Cave.
Many Tai believed tha this was a specid gift from the life spirit to make up for the Three Mages who
had been ripped out of the greet circle of life by demons. Then another miracle. During your presentation
to the life spirit, Spirit Stones at the mouth of the cave spoke in a human voice and pronounced this
prophecy for dl to hear.

“I know it by heart. It was such arare and magica occurrence.

Three children born of life force,

A bridge from death to life,

from imbalance to harmony.

The warbird flies at their command

to reign in the people of the dragon.

A demon fire that burns toward Ermora
Yieldsto their quenching

A melded child of their making
isbornto rule the dragon

To bring harmony in clasped hands.

She sghed.
“A beautiful verse. With this, the life spirit daimed you for itsdf.” She shot a venomous look a Yarn.



“It cannot have known what wicked uses its chosen ones were going to put themselves to.”
Yan and Marigoth were too amazed by her story to care about her venom.
“What happened to our mother?” asked Marigoth. “ Grandmother said she died.”
“Of course she died!” snapped Gunidah. “Giving birth to you killed her!”
“Killed her!”

“Glving birth to triplets... Tari do not have the same brutish, animd vitdity as outlanders. You could
herdly expect her to survive”

“But the life gpirit,” cried Yani. “Our mother must have known we... our birth would... Why?’

“Y our mother was glad to do thisthing for the life spirit. Death is amdl maiter for the Tari. A return to
the great Circle of Life. | only wish your grandmother had had such a strong sense of duty. But das...”
She shrugged pettily.

“What happened?’ asked Yani quickly, senang hot words risng to Marigoth's lips in defense of ther
grandmother.

“From the beginning your grandmother ingsted that the prophecy meant nothing. She didn’'t seem to
like the fact that you were specid. People fdt that she wasn't deding very wel with the deeth of her son
and that she was not afit person to take care of such important babies. She questioned everything, the
council, even the life spirit itsdf! Outlanders had killed her only son and yet she opposed, loudly
opposed, the closure of Ermora and the dishanding of the Society of Travelers. Adonishing. Almost
unnaturd. But she was aways soft on the nasty creatures.”

The loathing in Gunidah's voice chilled Yani to the soul. Was this how dl Tari fdt about outlanders
now?

“Now, your mother Shara came from a very public-spirited family. Her father served on the coundil
and her brother ill does. They led usin dosng oursalves off from those wretched outlanders. Shara's
family merdy made a proper daim in the council to gain custody of you. Your grandmother refused to
agree to thair rights. She took you and disappeared from Ermora, and there we are. And what a great
disagter has followed. Thelife force' s favorites have been dedicated to alife of chaos and destruction.”

Yan and Marigoth had been utterly overwhemed, but Gunidah's nagtiness brought them back to
themsdves

“Thank you for your opinion!” said Marigoth, just as nedtily. “But we are much more interested in the
well-being of our sgter than what you think of us”

“Mai!” hissed Yani. She turned to Gunidah. 1t may be that | have done wrong. But my sister speaks
truth. To us the most urgent matter is to see our Sster rescued. After that, we will ded with other
concerns. If you are right and it is not a Tari who has stopped us, we mugt dill beg you to ad us.
Otherwise | fear | shdl be forced to commit more acts of which you will disapprove. Until now there has
been no other way.”

Marigoth heard the mockery in Yani’s voice, but Gu-nidah appeared to missit.

“| fear you have done much wrong to the life spirit, young woman, but at least you acknowledge it,”
she sad, with patronizing graciousness. “I have been thinking about your quest. The two of you should go
into Ermora to consult the coundil, but I'm not sure you'—she gestured toward Y ard—"can be dlowed
to go. | am afraid your wrongdoing will pollute our holy land.”

“My foster parents told me that wrongdoing was a matter for the Spirit Cave to ded with, and | am
perfectly willing to face itsjustice,” said Yani.

“Are you?' said Gunidah, looking a the two of them thoughtfully. “No, I'm afraid it cannot be



dlowed. Your caseistoo serious.”
“If you won't help us, we might as well leave now,” cried Marigoth, legping to her fedt.

“l didn't say that,” said Gunidah amiling dlkily, in a way that made Marigoth fed childish. “I am
certain the coundl will want to do something about Elena. The idea of a Tai womean in the hands of
outlanders—such vidlent dangerous creatures... But disharmonious people like your sster cannot be
dlowed into the haly land. | can take only you. We shdl go together to your uncdle and he will help you
put your case to the coundil. | trust that meets with your gpprova,” she inquired of Marigoth swveetly.

“l suppose it mugt,” said Marigoth. “If | go into Ermora, | will be adlowed to leave, won't 17’

“If that iswhat you wish,” said Gunideh camly. “We do not keep people prisoners. However if you
leave you may not be dlowed to enter again. And you will have to sacrifice dl chance of mdding.”

“I think | can bear that after dl these years” said Marigoth. Yani shot her a warning glance. “I would
be mogt grateful for your help,” she added quickly.

Gunidah nodded gracioudy. She looked coally at Yani. “And you aso can be aided. If you truly wish
to release yoursdf from your wrongs, there is the ancient deanaing rite, which may dlow you to enter
Ermora at some later time”

“l see. Thank you very much,” said Y ani, trying to keep the irony out of her voice.

“You're most welcome,” said Gunidah sweetly. “It is our wish to dways create baance wherever we
can.” She looked expectantly & the Ssters.

Yan took hold of Marigoth’s arm. “Sigter, let us wak a little if we may and discuss things” She
dragged Marigoth away aong one of the paths.

“l can't believe—" started Marigoth furioudy.

“Hush! Speak Dani. They may be ligening.”

“l won't believe in that woman. Everything she said about Grandmother isalie” Marigoth snarled.
“We can’'t know that.”

“What do you mean? Our grandmother was a fine woman. Timmic and Lashanna would never have
believed in her otherwise. Do you think they were fools?’

“There can be many different forms of the truth,” said Yani. She was full of doubt. It was easy for
Marigoth. Children are full of certainty about good and bad. They had only been five when Grandmother
hed |eft, not old enough to see beyond ther love for her. After Gunidah’s speech Yani did not fed clean

enough to enter Ermora anyway.
“We cannot go on if you are going to doubt,” said Marigoth, sheking Yani. “Of course she was lying”
Yani’s face hardened. “1 have no doubts about the need to free Elena”
“And | swear to you, it was Tari that stopped us, no matter what that woman says.”
“So what are we going to do now, then?’
“Hx ‘em!” said Marigoth.

“Veay hdpful,” grinned Yani wryly. “Perhaps you'd like to give me a few more detalls on who and
what you meen to fix?’

“Come let me show you my favorite part of Penterong,” said Wynnbryng.



“l have never met a Mirayan before. Are you as fearsome as the other outlanders say?’ she sad,
looking at him sSideways out of her amond-shaped Tari eyes. Though she looked quite foreign, she redly
was breath-takingly lovely. Such lovely skin she had! Though she was tdl and dim, her graceful figure
was lushindl theright places.

“l hope not. | come here hoping to make friends and learn about the Tari.”

“And | hope that | might learn something of your people from you. Tdl me, was it redly one of our
people who attacked you? Not someone pretending to be one of us?’

“l do not think s0,” said Ezratah. “Y our way of doing magic is completely different from ours. If it had
been one of the peninsula folk pretending to be you, | should have known it ingtantly, and so would the
litte girl, Marigoth.”

A brief frown crossed her face. “No it cannot be possible,” she said. “Our people do not behave s0.”
Then she amiled again. “Let us tadk no more of such a nasty subject. Here is my favorite place in
Penterong. | hope you will enjoy it.”

In the dearing before them stood a grove of enormous cherry trees. Rich, dark cherries dangled from
the branches. Comfortable chairs with cushions had been set under the trees. Seated, Ezratah could
amply reach up and pick cherries from above his head. In some places, the branches were so laden with
fruit they touched the ground. It was ddicioudy cool in the shade of the trees, and Ezratah began to ply
Wynnbryng with questions about Tari magic. After al, he was here to learn about the Tari. But it was
quite difficult to keep his mind on the task. Wynnbryng was so chaming and such a flirt. She kept
looking a him from under her lashes and brushing his knee with her hand. Though he loved to flirt with
ladies, he'd never actudly done so without a chaperone in the background. Only very low-bred women
had no chap-erones, and Wynnbryng was obvioudy not such a one. He kept expecting her outraged
husband or father to come thundering through the grove. The moment he redized this, he knew he was
being ridiculous. Natives gave their women much more freedom. Yet even his initid megtings with his
naive migress had taken place under the auspices of her family. He couldn’'t help checking to see if
Wynnbryng was married.

“Oh no, I'm not ready to have children yet,” she said.
“And your father?’
“My father? He' s back in Ermora. Why do you ask about him?’

“No reason in particular. It's jugt thet in Miraya, it's not seen as proper for men and women to be
aone together without someone wetching them.”

“lan'tit? Swest lifed How do you get little Mirayans, then? Y ou make love in front of other people?
Don't you find that a bit too intimate?’

Ezratah flushed with embarrassment. “No! No, no, no! Of course | did't meen that. | mean men and
women who aren’'t married to each other aren’t supposed to be done together. It's not seen as proper.”

“Proper? What does that mean?’
“Proper. You know... mord.”

“Mord?" said Wynnbryng thoughtfully. “Y ou mean good and bad. But how can gtting here together
be bad? Are you not enjoying my company?’

“Of course | am, charming lady!” said Ezratah.

“I'm so0 glad. I'm enjoying taking to you. But | wish you would explain more about how it is between

men and women in your country. Do they redly never spend time done together till they are married?
Whyever not?’



Ezratah squirmed.

“Wdl, this is not redly a very proper, | mean, mora subject. But...” He had an inspiration. “It's
about babies, you see. It's important to aman that his wife s children should be his”

“Oh | see” sad Wynnbryng. This was obvioudy a new idea to her. Ezratah couldn’t imagine why.
Peternity was a universa human concern. At least he'd got her off difficult subjects. Or had he?

“Babies are not a problem for Tari women. The life oirit enables us to choose when we have children
and with whom.”

“Right,” said Ezratah. His face was burning. He wished he hadn’t brought the topic up. At the same
time he was a0 finding it exating to tak about this subject with a beautiful woman.

“What interests me is how men and women know they are suited if they don't try each other out
before they get married?’

“Ohl” said Ezratah. This was turning into an exdting conversaion. “Why? Do you Tai... um... try
esch other out?’

“Of course! It seemsonly sensible”
“Err... But doesn’t your husband mind that you have belonged to other men before him?’

“Beonged? What a funny way to put itt How does making love to a someone make you belong to
them?’

A swamp of embarrassng explanation loomed ahead. Ezratah took the coward's way out. “Um...
you're right. It is afunny way to put it.”

She had no mords at dl. Though it was not in the horrible, duttish way of progtitutes but in the
innocent childlike way of a native who knew no better. It was rather sweet redly. Were dl Tari like this?

“S0o your hushand wouldn't mind?’ he asked.
“Of course not. When | choose him hewill know T have chosen the best. Do you see?’
Inamordly skewed way it was quite logicd. “I do see your point.”

“| redly do not understand your culture. How can there be anything good or bad about people
meaking love together?”

She leaned againg him in a way that seemed inviting, and was certainly damned sensuous. Behave
yoursdlf, Ezratah thought. Y ou’ re not with some street girl, however it may seem.

“I've sat under this tree with lots of people and the life spirit never told me that it was wrong. And the
life spirit knows these things. Would you like a cherry?’

Of course he hit one off the bunch she was holding over his mouth and, wouldn’'t you know it, just at
that moment a voice said in Seagani, “Nose in the trough again! Honestly, you leave a Mirayan man done
for afew minutes, and where does he end up?’

Marigoth stood & the edge of the grove regarding them with a sarcastic amile.
“That's avery nasty remark for alittle girl to make,” said Ezratah coldly.

She amiled amugly. What annoyed Ezratah most was how guilty he fdt being caught by a child in such
agtuation.

“Excuseme” he said, politdy to Wynnbryng. He hoped she did not understand Seagani. He got up
and drew Marigoth away down the forest path.

“Are you going into Ermora?’



“Yes But you can't come. Gunidah says only | am welcome. You can stay here and wait if you
wish.” She amirked. “I think they’re interested in you. And I'm sure you can find plenty to entertain you.”

With a cheeky grin she turned and ran away down the path, leaving him free to return to the cherry
grove. He forgot about her the moment he saw Wynnbryng's smile.

A magicd time followed. He and Wynnbryng walked among the beautiful trees, talked, and watched
groups of Tari dancing graceful, dately dances on the green sward. He lay upon slken cushions and soft
dry moss, Wynnbryng leaning a his side, the long tresses of her flowing hair tralling like scented golden
ropes across his chest and cheek, her soft breast nuzzing againg his am. She smelled of roses and her
robe fdt asif it were made of rose petas. She fed him sweet nut cakes and fruits, her ripe red lips just
above his Intoxicated by her beauty and the wine, a last he dared to lean forward and kiss the honey
from those lips.

By then evening had fdlen and crickets were cdling degpily in the grass. Smiling, she led him to a
bower strewn with silken cushions. A fdl of briars and a gauzy curtain gave them privacy. By the golden
light of candles she did her robes from her shoulders, reveding ripe beautiful breasts and long dender
legs She caressed hersdf with her hands, dancing and teesing him so much that when she came to him
and began to loosen his clothes, he was s0 aroused that he coupled with her before she'd even gaot his
ghirt off. He was sorry then that it was over s0 quickly, but she, nothing loathe, gave hm some herbd
wine to drink, undressed him completely and stroked him with her slken hair and body uniil he found to
his ddight that he was able to peform again. This time she took command, a ddightfully nove
experience, and rode him with sensuous downess, each stroke sgueezing more intense pleasure from him
till her body convulsed in ecstasy and took him with her.

He woke to find himsdf donein the bower. Sun was streaming through the gaps in the roses. It was
morning! He scrambled into his dothing and rushed out into the sunshine only to discover that he had no
idea where he was. Fortunately ayoung Tari man was kind enough to take him to the right place, a pair
of arched trees, the Parting Gate. He arrived jugt intime to see Yani and Marigoth.

Yard's eyes were amused when she saw him. Marigoth said something acerbic in Tari, but she turned
and very sweetly bid him good-bye before she went and joined Gu-nidah on the path that led out to
Ermora

“Aren't you going with her,” said Ezratah to Y ani.

“They do not let those who use violence to enter the haly land,” explained Yani with awry grimace. “I
will have to undergo severd days of deansing before | am dlowed to follow. By then Marigoth could be
back.”

“Y ou mean you're going to let a child, especidly one as forthright as Marigoth, go into this dangerous
and sengtive Stuation on her own?’ cried Ezratah.

“Marigoth and | are twins” said Y ani.
Ezratah's jaw dropped. “You mean...”

She shrugged. “After a certain point she just never got any older. | think that is why she has so little
megic.”

“So little magic!” cried Ezratah goggling.

“Come and have some breskfast,” said Yani soothingly.

Chapter 19



Elena was determined in her refusal to marry Wolf Madraga, but in the dark chapel, where the shame
took place, Alyx stood like asmdl bright light between two tal dour soldiers.

“Mumma” she cried reaching out to her when she saw Elend's veled form come in through the
chapel door.

“Do as you are bid and no harm will come to the child,” said Wolf Madraga as they approached the
priest. Madraga s face was frighteningly grim. Much later, far too much later, she discovered that he was
bluffing. He would never have harmed a child. At the time she assumed he was the same kind of men as
Alexus Scarvan, and so she did as she was bid and stood quiglly as the priest recited the words of the
marriage ceremony.

Oh, Eldene. Forgive me. Now | have truly betrayed you. She tried not to remember the day she had
married Eldene. The forest had been full of sunlight and the sweet scent of mangiri flowers. How happy
Eldene had looked when he turned to take her hand. It had made her heart turn over with ddight. She
could dmod fed the hard caloused skin of his pdm on her hand now. But, no, she would never touch
him again.

It was obscene to be making the same promises to her husband’s murderer.

Her eyes were barren during the ceremony, but afterward when Wolf led her into an antechamber,
they brought Alyx to her. Alyx reached up to her, her eyes just like Eldene€' s. Elena suddenly burst apart

with grief. To her everlagting shame she could not stop, but wept and wept even after Alyx, teribly
frightened, began to wall hersdif.

Strangely, the men did not interfere but left them done together so that a last, when she was too
exhausted to weep any longer, she was able to put off her vel and kiss and comfort Alyx. The little girl,
tired out by her own weeping, soon fdl adeep with her head pillowed on Elena’s breast. Elena fdt her
despair lift alittle.

If only time would stop here, she thought.

But it did not. Soon enough a pleasant motherly-looking Eastern Seagani woman came. The
Easterners were no friends to the Mori, but &t least she was not Mirayan.

“My nameis Leona” she said. “l am to be Alyx’s nurse”
“Where are you taking her?” cried Elena, dinging to Alyx so that she woke.
“Y ou will see her tomorrow, inyour quarters,” said the woman.

When Elena had soothed Alyx back to deep, Leona bore her away. Then other women came and
took Elenato a bedchamber decorated with late summer roses. They bathed her, rubbed her body with
scented ails, arrayed her in a fine linen nightgown and in other ways prepared her to be violated yet
agan.

When they had gone she avoided the bed and sat insead on a hard wooden chair, waiting for the
inevitable. She was trembling. Have some pride, she scolded herself. Do not show fear. But where would
shefind the strength to endure more? And from that man. She would never forget the salf-righteous look
on his face that terrible morning as he cried. “Thus perish dl enemies of Mirayd’ as he stood over
Eldene' s dead body. The suspense was terrible. She dmost wished for him to come o that it would be
over quicker.

At lagt the door opened and he was there. She kept her head bowed. Rdax, she told hersdf. It will
hurt less. But her every muscle tightened as he walked across the floor toward her. He stood before her,
90 close that she could see his boots and samdl his scent. He smelled of lesther modtly, far less offensve



than Scarvan's sweat and sour wine.
“Have you everything you need, lady?’ he said quietly.
“Yes” she choked out.

He reached out and took her hand. “You are trembling,” he said. “There is no need. You will receive
nothing but kindness and care from me.”

“WIll 17" she said. Bitterness began to fill her. What was he playing at?

“It is not my intention to press you into afull marriage till you are used to me” he said. “In Miraya we
are taught to treat our women with kindness and respect.”

Ange filled her. Did he think she was afool ?
“l know how Mirayan men trest their women,” she shouted, looking at his face for the first time.

“Y ou will forget about that,” he shouted back. He stopped and she saw that he was shaken. “Please
do not speak of that again,” he said. “I am aware of how... how you were used. But that is not how it
will be here. You are my wife. Mirayan wives are treated with kindness and respect and tha is
how”—he touched her hand again— “you will be treated. You may not bdieve me now, but in time you
will become used to me. Y ou will forget what ispast. 1... | bid you good night, lady.”

“I will never forget that you killed my husband,” she cried. A red mig of hatred rose before her eyes.
She could have killed im in that moment. The Tari in her was shocked.

He turned and looked camly &t her. He did not, as she half-feared, half-expected, attack her.
“l am your husband now, lady. And | will see to it that no man ever harms you again.”

She lay deepless that night, expecting him to return and take her. She had no intention of going
willingly to his bed. She would never betray Eldene so. And Madraga would not wait forever. She was
certain of that.

Chapter 20

As Gunidah and Marigoth walked through Ermoya that day, they passed severd Circles of Power.
“Wouldn't it be faster to use those?” asked Marigoth. Gunidah shook her head.

“Itisnot possible” she said smply. When pressed she told Marigoth that it was too complicated to
explain. She refused to use any kind of magic to speed or ease their journey, though she obvioudy had
little experience with long-distance walking.

As the day wore on Gunidah began limping and her replies to Marigoth’s questions had become more
and more irritable. Marigoth kept the pressure up. Neither she nor Yani trusted Gunidah, and if Marigoth
made her angry she might be able to glimpse the real woman behind the polite mask.

And there was so much to ask about!

Marigoth's senses were ravished, enchanted, intoxicated by Ermora. In her wildest dreams she could
never have imagined such a beautiful place. Lush green forests full of soft ferns and dappled sunlight led
into shady clearings containing bubbling fountains or strange, ddightful sculptures. Fascinating paths ran
out into beautiful meadows of grass and wildflowers. Huge obsidian boulders reared out of the ground
and lily-fringed pools reflected the sky in dark, silk-sheened water.



The sky was rich with wonderfully colored birds and their delicate, piping songs. Sometimes as the
birds flew pagt, trailing long colorful tails behind them, she could see smdl figures riding on their backs.

Howering vines festooned the trees. Little animas with pointed faces, thick, russet fur and long
prehensle talls played among these flowers, licking the nectar from them with long thin tongues.

Despite her anxiety for Elenaand her distrust of Gu-nidah, Marigoth felt her spirit snging a wonderful
song within her. She knew that song was the life spirit. Ermora was soaked with the life force as a rich
fruit cake is soaked in liqueur, and it made the sounds, the scents, the colors and textures of this land so
much richer and more vibrant.

Sometimes their path kept to quiet and peaceful places. Other times they passed companionable little
groups of people working at crafts, picking fruit or just ldling in the shady glades, reading from scrolls or
taking. Sometimes those people were obvioudy usng magic to make ther chairs float in the ar or to
creste charming illusons, but here in Ermorait was difficult to fed individua manipulations of the life spirit
because the land itsdf was pervaded by its magic. In fact, here it was possible for anyone, no matter how
wesk their powers, to create magicd effects.

There were few buildings, though everywhere little shelters or bowers were woven into the branches
of living trees. Occasiondly they passed smdl stone cottages thatched with straw and flowers or roofed
with grass, and there were severd other buildings that seemed to have been carved in fantasticd shapes
from hollowed-out pinnacles of stone.

In spite of the urgency of her task, Marigoth could not resist stopping to gaze at these structures.
Outside one, a swirling flock of colorful parrots were eating bread and honey from a wooden platter held
out by an dderly woman. Another house was covered with flowering vines,

A Tai man was tending huge spiky blue flowers by brushing ther yelow throats with a samdl brush.
He told Marigoth dl about pallination while Gunidah sat on a nearby bench and rubbed her feet.

Astwilight fdl, little lights shone out from the trees, mking the path visble. Gunidah told her the light
was created by andl caterpillars cdled glowworms.

At lagt when full dark came, they stopped in a large clearing. People were stting around a fire egting
and drinking honey wine. A bubbling pot of sew gave off a very savory amel.

With an “ooof!” of exhaustion, Gunidah sat down againg a tree trunk, closed her eyes and began
massaging her temples.
“Please child, go to the soring and get me some hot water,” she said with a wave.

Marigoth wandered in the direction she was waving. People stared curioudy & her, but unfortunately
nobody actudly spoke to her. Marigioth was dying to ask other Tari about degtiny and dso for ther
versons of the story of her own birth. However, Gunidah had expresdy told her not to speak to anyone.
Marigoth did not trust her, but she did not want to dienate her just a the moment.

On the farther Sde of the dearing, a hot oring bubbled from underground and filled the cooling ar
with steam. She picked up a bucket from a pile nearby and lined up behind severa other people to
collect water.

“Hdlo!” said avoice behind her. “Who are you?’

The man asking had amiling eyes and curling golden hair. His companion, a serious-looking woman,
was garing a Marigoth intently. They both wore white robes embroidered with golden leaves.

Marigoth told them her name.
“Marigoth!” cried the woman explosively. “ Daughter of Shara?’
“And granddaughter of Mathinna,” said Marigoth. “Did you know them?’



“Yes, very wel,” cried the woman. “Has your grandmother returned to Ermora?’

“My grandmother disappeared dmog twenty years ago. Maybe she's dead,” sad Marigoth, not
because she believed it—she refused to believe it'—but in the hope of provoking a reaction.

Both of her questioners looked sdisfactorily shocked, but before they could reved anything
interesting, a voice behind her purred, “Why, Derrum! And Tjaparra. How astonishing to see you so far
away from the Spirit Cave.”

Damn! Gunidah was quick!
As she spoke, Gunidah took Marigoth’s hand.
“IsMahinnaredly dead?’ asked the man earnestly. “Did you know? How did it happen?’

“This child is going to spesk with the coundil and there can be no discusson of these things before
then. They will act upon the information. Come away now, Marigoth. | bid you good day, Derrum.”

“Who were those people?’ asked Marigoth as Gunidah hauled her away.
“Nobody much.”

“They seemed to know my mother and grandmother. Perhaps they know where my grandmother
was. Why couldn't | talk to them?”

“Didn’'t you talk to them enough? And didn’t | ask you not to tak to people until you had told your
dory to the councillors?’ snapped Gunidah.

“Why shouldn’t | just say hdllo to them?’

“Because... because it will compromise your story. Can't you see that, you foolish gil? You are new
here and you don't understand our ways. For lifés sake, do as you are asked. Those two may have
seemed friendly, but they are not friends. Derrum is an obsessive past lover of your grandmother, who
would certanly be thefird to tdl you not to trust him.”

“And the other one?”

Gunidah sighed like a woman pushed too far. “Just Some woman your grandmother didn't like”
They came to a Circle of Power.

“What! Are we going in one of these now? Why now? Why not earlier today?’

Gunidah turned on her.

“Because, for onething I am fed up with your questions,” she shouted. “I am trying to do my best for
you, girl, and dl you can do is ask these interminable, stupid questions. Anyone would think you didn’t
trus me. Would you prefer itif | didn’t take you to the council?’

“I'm sorry, Gunidah,” said Marigoth. “1 didn’'t mean to be so demanding. I'm very grateful to you.”
She kept her head lowered s0 that Gunidah could not see the satisfaction in her eyes.

At the other end of the Circle of Power two torches flanked a huge metd door with squares chased in
gold and slver. Marigoth could not seeif the door was attached to anything, for it was overshadowed on
dl sides by tdl, perfectly sraight pine trees.

“We are now going to meet one of our greatest visonaries” said Gunidah with a thestrical gesture of
her hands. As she reached for the door, it swung open. A beautiful but sulky young woman stood there,
wearing an eaborate gown. White jasmine flowers were twined through her braids.

“Ah, Kintora” said Gunidah briskly. “This is Marigoth, whom you will have heard about. We are
here to see councillor Jagamar.”



“Comein, then,” said Kintorawith alook of cynicd amusement. “He' s dways here”

Suddenly Marigoth was in an enormous library. She was so astonished that for a moment she could
only stare. Surdly the pine trees couldn’'t have obscured a place this sze. It was the most monumenta
room she had yet seen in Ermora, and the firgt place not permeated by living things. Shelves full of scrolls
and huge, roughly bound books lined it. Along its length stood a line of tal black pillars carrying grest
white globes. They reminded Marigoth of moons and later she learned that they were, in fact, pieces of
moonlight focused and enhanced by magic.

A man sat & a desk reading from a big untidy book.
“Coundllor Jagamar,” said Gunidah.
“My dear, Gunidah!”

Physcdly Jagamar was as tdl and fair as any other Tari, but he moved with more decisiveness and
looked at them intently. Here was a man with afirm purpose in life

“So this is one of the three lost Sgters” he said. “It is a greet pleasure to meet my dear Shara's
daughter. You look so like her. | am your unde, you know.”

Once again Marigoth found hersdlf saring in astonishment.

“Gunidah, did you not tdl her her mother was my sster?’ chided Jagamar gently. Gunidah smiled
snugly, not the least put out. In fact she was probably enjoying Marigoth’s discomfiture, the mean old
hag.

“Had things been different | would have been your foster parent,” continued Jagamar. “But enough of
that. It issmply wonderful to have you here now.” He leaned over and placed a kiss on her forehead.

So this was the man her grandmother was supposed to have taken them away from. No doubt
Grandmother had had her reasons. What had they been?

“Gunidah has told me dl about your concerns,” continued Jagamar. “I am very sorry to hear of your
grandmother’ s death. We were not friends, but | would never have wished her harm.”

Marigoth opened her mouth to protest that her Grandmother was not dead and then closed it. She
wasn't sure why, but it seemed the right thing to do.

“Now,” sad Jagamar. “Sit and tdl me of your problems and those of your sster, and we shdl see
whet thereisto do.”

He ligened very atentively to Marigoth’'s story and asked far more sensible questions than Gunidah
had. He did not get sidetracked by Yani drawing her sword ether, dthough he did make a tutting noise.
But he seemed just as mydtified as Gunidah as to the identity of the Tari who had stopped them.

“Are you certain they were Tari?’

“Pogtivel” sad Marigoth. “And they spoke of destiny. If we could find out who believes in detiny,
we could find out who these Tari were.”

“We dl bdieve that Tari can see the future in their dreams. Just as we are beloved of the Circle of
Life so we are intimates with the Circle of Time But destiny is not set until it comes to pass. We are dso
warned not to act upon these foretdlings. Perhaps what you saw were half-breeds. They do not have the
life soirit to guide them, and such people might get mistaken thoughts in their heads. And there are a
number of them in the world.”

Marigoth was dightly shocked to hear him use the ugly term half-breed for melded folk, but perhaps it
was different herein Ermora

“Their magic was very strong,” she said. “I thought melded folk could not use the life spirit as we can.



And they taked of...” She was getting Sidetracked again— getting bogged down in this talk of Tari or
not Tari, when the red issue a hand was Elena “Councillor, we don't much care who is stopping us
from rescuing our sister. The only important thing is that she be rescued from the gopdling Stuation she is
innow. Can you help us?’

Jagamar blinked with surprise and his body tensed dightly. Gunidah and Kintora both shot her 1ooks
of shocked disapprovd.

So I'm not supposed to speak to the great man so bluntly, thought Marigoth. Tough luck!

“Yes indeed,” sad Jagamar, recovering smoothly. “A full-blood Tari—what a temptation to the
Mirayans and their demon familiars It isonly lucky sheisno mage. We mug try and persude the coundl
how important it is that she be recovered. They are stubborn, but | am not without hope.”

“Could you not help us yoursdf?’

“l persondly? No, child. | do not have very srong powers” He smiled humorledy. “Your
grandmother was dways very dighting about them. Outside Ermora | would be capable of very little
And before you ask, | don’t know if you will be able to find anyone who will come out into the world
with you. Apart from the fact that the councdil has forbidden it, people are afraid to leave Ermora. They
are arad of demons and of the way the outlanders may sacrifice us to them.”

“But that's crazy,” cried Marigoth. “The outlanders love the Tari.”

“I'm sure your father thought that, and look what happened to him,” said Jagamar in a voice that
expected no argumern.

Marigoth gave him one anyway, earning her another shocked glance from the women.

“That was just one indtance. I've been dl over the out-lands and have never seen anything to fear.”
“Those angle ingtances are what matter,” replied Jagamar.

For a moment Marigoth thought she saw aflicker of something, perhaps didike, in his eyes.

“Do you know that as a Tari you are a greater source of nourishment to demons than the other
outlanders? You stare? | can see you were not told. How curious. Perhaps your grandmother did not
know, though | must say I'm surprised. It would have been so much better had you been brought up in
Ermora”

His tone made Marigoth bristle. Hold steady, she told hersdif.

“Aswe Tai are closer to the life spirit, we are more vaued by demons as food,” he continued. “In
fact there has been speculation thet they see us as a gateway to the very life spirit itsdf, which makes it dl
the more important that we keep out of their clutches. For the Abyss of Destruction to get into the life
pirit... Horrifying thought! If that filth Asgor had known how much his demons wanted to consume Tari
lives, he could have used your father and his two companions to bargain with his demonmasters for
enough power to threaten even Ermora

“Fortunately it appears that demons would rather not bargain highly for such tasty morsels as we. But
alittle knowledge and some logicd thought could lead eesly to a redlization of our vaue | am certain
these new Mi-rayans who are infesing Yarmar would be quite capable of coming to the obvious
conduson—mine us like gold. The council decided the Stuation was desperate enough to warrant severe
action, which iswhy they have used such a crud threat as exile to prevent people from leaving Ermora”

“But the Mirayans hate demon magic. They are not going to start sacrificing Tari to them.”

“My dear,” sad Jagamar. in blunt dismissd. “I have had consderable experience with Mirayan
mages. When | was a young man, my father disguised me and a number of other young Tai as
outlanders and sent us to Ishtak to study the Mirayans. | met severa mages, backstreet mages it is true,



but Mirayan mages nonetheless, who dabbled in demon magic. In my opinion they are a power-hungry
people willing to do anything to gain an advantage.”

Marigoth remembered the demon in Lev Madraga's mirror. Perhaps Jagamar was right. Mirayans
were disgusing in most other ways. But she was getting Sidetracked again.

“If the coundil is so worried about demons being outsde Ermora, surely they must send someone to
rescue Elena”

Jagamar smiled with patronizing kindness. “How focused you are, my dear! | mugt warn you that the
other councillors are very conservative. For years | have been trying to persuade them that the Mirayans
are a danger to us and that we should do something about keeping an eye on them. If we go about the
outsde world in secret so that the Mirayans do not know we are there, we should be safe enough. Alas,
they will not ligen to me. We must hope they will be persuaded by your far more urgent needs. | will
catanly do everything in my power to help you. Tomorrow we will begin our effort. But | think now you
mugt be tired, and my dear Gunidah looks worn out. Let us have some dinner.”

They ate a a great stone table in a dearing surrounded by rusling pines. It was very somber
compared to the rest of Ermora, and the ar fdt heavy. Was this because of the powerful magics that
mugt be in use to maintain this place?

“Why isthere nobody €lse here?’ she asked Jagamar.

“All we Tari have our private places and this is ming” said Jagamar. “My faher started the great
collection of Tari writings and the dweling place to go with it is my design. My assigtants keep it strong
for me, the dear creatures”

Marigoth did not think that Kintora, the only assistant she had yet seen, was “dear.” She spent the
whole med amirking a Marigoth and making remarks designed to make her fed like an idiot. What a
revolting creature!

That night as she lay awake in her mossy pine-scented bower, wondering if she was going to get
anywhere here, Marigoth heard Gunidah throwing off her covers in the nearby bower. An indinct for
deception made Marigoth feign deep. She heard Gunidah's feet crunching softly on the falen pine
needles at the opening of her bower, heard her stop for a few moments as if ligening to see if she was
adeep, and then heard her feet crunching away. Slently, Marigoth did out of bed and followed Gunidah
dong severd rows of pine trees. Jagamar was leaning agang a tree trunk. Gunidah put her hand on
Jagamar's arm.

“I’'m not sure about this” she said.
“It is going beautifully,” he said. “I have everything safely under control.”
They embraced, kissed and Jagamar drew Gunidah into the darkness beyond the tree trunk.

Marigoth left them to it. How revolting! They were quite old. Still it was worth knowing about
Gunidah and Jagamar, if only because Gunidah obvioudy didn't want her to know. What Jagamar had
been talking about? If there was anything to know she would find it.

Over the next few days Marigoth found out what sort of hep she was going to get from the Tari
coundil. Precisgly nonel

In Ermora, most conflicts were resolved by the concerned parties going to the Spirit Cave. Mdding
with the life spirit made it easy for people to see each other’s point of view and come to an agreement.
Therefore the coundil had little day-to-day work and only met if they were requested to do so by enough
people. Marigoth’ s firg task was to make sure enough people were concerned about Elena to request a



coundl mesting.

Thanks to Jagamar, Marigoth must have seen about thirty people in the firg seven days—dl of them,
0 Jagamar said, vitdly important to their cause. All kinds of people came, mages, craftgpeople and
councillors. Yet dl considered it pointless to have a council meeting. The world outsde Ermora was too

dangerous for Tari. Didn't the disappearance of Marigoth’s grandmother prove this? Even Jagamar’'s
suggestion of sending a cadre of powerful mages from Ermora to free Elena was out of the question.

Despite a warning from Gunidah, after the fird couple of refusds Marigoth got angry and began to
ask them why they were so sat againg the idea. To hear them speak, the world outside Ermora was
covered in a great seething mass of hungry demons al yowling for Tari blood. Nothing Marigoth could
say about her own experience made any difference. Elena s suffering made even less. When they spoke
of her capture it was asif they were discusing an interesting intdlectua problem. What was wrong with
these people!

She changed tack. Wasn't the fact that some Tari were obvioudy operating illiatly in the outsde
world some cause for a councl inquiry?

Thefird person she put this to, an elderly coundillor, told her sernly that no one believed her story of
rogue Tari.

“You have been deceived by a cdever outlander disguise” he told her in his powdery voice. “They
were just pretending to be Tari, probably to lure us out so that we can be fed to their demons.”

“You're crazy. How can you have such delusons?’ cried Marigoth, so outraged that she logt dl sense
of discretion.

“How can you be so sure of yoursdlf, when you have so warped your power that you haven't even
grown up?’ snapped the coundillor, histhin mouth tight and disgpproving as he swept from the room.

After that every vigtor asked her why she was so sure that the people who had attacked them were
Tai. Severd of them implied she was not a competent mage because she had not been trained in
Ermora. Two stated it outright.

“How can you be so sure our attackers were not Tari?” she cried in answer.

And found hersdf back at the beginning. Tari do not harm people. Tari do not misuse degtiny. Tari
are honor-bound to stay within the confines of Ermora. It is not possible that you redly saw Tari.

“Naturdly the mages can fed that your growth is blocked and of course it worries us dl,” sad one
pleasant-faced young craftsman. “If your power flowed properly, you could not hdp but grow up
naturaly.” He looked at her with owlish concern. “If you melded in the Spirit Cave, it might redly help to
rebalance—"

Before Marigoth could answer, Gunidah forcefully hustled the young men off.

“What arude young felow,” she said. “How could he say such persona things? After dl if you don't
want to grow up, surely thet is your own business”

Marigoth had been just about to say the same thing, but hearing the words come out of Gunidah's
mouth gave her pause. She was suddenly sorry that the craftsman had been hustled away.

She had thought severd times about the question of growing up since she had been defeated by the
bird-clawed woman. She could not remember having made any conscious choice about it, but... Oh
yuck! No! Her flesh crept at the thought. Why must she sacrifice her freedom? Why choose the cage of
duty and respongbility?

Y et if she had been grown up, she might have been able to take on those Tari hersdf, and would not
be here now asking idiots for help.



If only she could find Grandmother. She could take on these rogue Tai and the Mirayans, and best
them dl. Grandmother was a mighty mage.

All Marigoth wanted to do was scream, but she refrained (with what she fdt was great heroism) and
gruggled on. A couple of her vigtors were troubled by the question of Elena's fate and agreed that this
was probably something the council should act on, though they were vague as to when a meeting might
take place.

Marigoth had <o little faith in their promises that she began to send despairing messages to Yani,
suggedting that she try to find another way to free Elena.

She herdf tried to look for other options, but there did not seem to be any. No one offered any
other solution; and finding Grandmother, which she'd been so certain she could do in Ermora, seemed
more and more unlikdy.

In addition she began to redize that she was dmost a prisoner in Jagamar’ s living place.

She could not seem to get out of Jagamar’s living place done, despite numerous attempts. She could
not seem to even find the front door without Gunidah by her sde. She searched for another way out, but
somehow she aways found hersdlf trailing dong another endless corridor of tal evenly spaced pine trees.
They were so oppressively orderly, it made her want to scream.

She tried dimbing the pines but the trunks were too thick and smooth. Even magic would not get her
into thelr branches.

She even tried walking away from the library in a straight direction. Every corridor smply brought her
back to the library again no matter which direction she went, though she was certain she had walked in a
draght line. Some very powerful illuson was a work here—one so powerful that Marigoth could not
even work out where it began.

It was dways twilight in Jagamar’s living place. Overhead dark green pine needles made a dill,
shadowy roof. The thick green moss on the ground between the long rows of pine trees made soft
spongy carpet that seemed to deaden sound. The very ar seemed dead.

Marigoth’s head began to fed permanently muzzy. Was it the strong magic that must be being used to
maintain such a place? Or were boredom and frustration sgpping her energy? She had both these fedings
in spadefuls.

She should have asked Jagamar himsdf to help, but Marigoth found that she was afraid of him, which
was confusng. He was her own uncle, after dl. Wasit the coldness in his eyes or the way he sometimes
changed from amiling to venomous? Or... It did not take her long to redize that of dl the Tari she had
met, he was the only one energetic and interested enough in the outside world to carry out a plan that
might involve the capture of Elena. The moment this thought occurred to her, she wished it hadn’'t. She
was horribly aware how much she wasin his power.

She mugt find out what he was doing!

Marigoth had not been snesking around the living place long before she discovered that Jagamar's
assigant Kintora had a place just outside the library where she liked to lurk and spy on what was going
on indde. When Kintora was indde the library working as Jagamar’ s clerk, Marigoth lurked in her place.
She could barely hear anything, but she could see lots.

Jagamar had many vistors. Mogt of them were unkempt-looking men or women with dreamy eyes.
With wild gestures they told Jagamar long tories, which Kintora wrote down for him. Afterward
Jagamar would give them vids of some kind of substance, which they snatched up with eager shaking
hands. Marigoth quickly redlized that these wild-looking people were nectar dreamers, people addicted
to the dreams brought about by supping the nectar of the Galla flower. Why was Jagamar interested in
these visons? Surdly they were just the mad jumble of thoughts to be found in the attics of the mind.



The rest of Jagamar’s vidtors were energetic young people. They stood a atention before him,
reporting things and ligening with proud faces while he spoke to them. They seemed like students or
followers. If only she could have heard whet they said.

Once she came upon Kintora and another of Jagamar’s young people standing outside the library.
She was reminded powerfully of a confrontation between angry cats.

“Thisis Jndabyne,” Kintora sneered.

Jndabyne was beautiful, but hard. Her eyes were as cold as Jagamar’s. Her dress was unusuad—the
neck and deeves trimmed with black feathers and she had black festhersin her hair.

She leaned languidy againgt one of the trees with her ams crossed on her chest. She reminded
Marigoth of Yani before afight.

She reminded Marigoth... “Have we met before?’

“l doubt it,” sad Jndabyne, dismissvey but she did not meet Marigoth's eye. Instead she turned
back to Kintora.

“It's been a pleasure, Kintora” she drawled in a tone that conveyed quite the opposite, then she
turned and walked away with alazy yet powerful stride that reminded Marigoth more than ever of Yani.

“Seeyou,” sad Kintora. “Don’t go having anymore soft fedings, will you?’
Jndabyne gave Kintora a truly poisonous look.

“Oooh!” sgueaked Kintorain mock fright. “You are so overemotiona Jndabyne.”
Jndabyne shot her alook of disgust and turned away again.

“You should be careful of her,” sad Kintora conversationdly to Marigoth. “Her mother’s a nectar
dreamer and quite mad. Goodness knows what kind of insanity runsin that family.”

Jndabyne looked back at her disdanfully. “You redly are a cow, Kintora”

“Better to be a cow than dead mest,” sneered Kintora

“What do you mean?’

“Wdl, nobody wants you here, do they? You're just taking up space. And Sarting to amdl.”

With alook of fury, Jndabyne raised her hand. A dull thud echoed in the air. Smugly Kintora batted
something away with her hand. Marigoth was impressed. Jindabyne had thrown a considerable force of
megic at Kintora, but it had had no effect. This place mus be heavily warded!

Once again she found hersdf wondering where she had seen Jindabyne before. A moment later
Jagamar came out of the library.

“You two,” he said, “stop fighting. Kintora, come here and do something useful.” He glared at
Jndabyne. “Is't it about time you both showed a bit more restraint.”

The look of hurt and confuson on Jndabyne' s face turned to something harder and angrier. It was
entertaining to observe the politics among Jagamar and his followers, but Marigoth could not see how it
would benefit Elena.

She decided to look around the library when nobody was there. She chose a night when Jagamar and
Gunidah had gone off to their little love nest.

After checking that the library was empty, she moved to Jagamar’s desk and opened the lid. Asde
from the usua things like paper and unused quills, she found a locked box that seemed to be of Mirayan
design. Thingsrattled ingde, but the box was well-guarded with magica wardings and there was no way
she could open it without anyone knowing.



She examined the books around Jagamar’ s desk. One book was beautifully bound, with the title The
Prophecies of Life Spirit. There were golden-hued bookmarks in a number of places. One opened to a
well-worn page where the prophecy about her and her ssters was transcribed. The sght chilled
Marigoth. Jagamar must read this often. She read the prophecy through carefully, doing her best to
memorizeiit.

The three children seemed pretty clear and the people of the dragon must be the Mirayans, but the
warbird? Quenching demon fire? A melded child? Was that Elena s hdf-Tari daughter Alyx? It was hard
to believe she would ever rule the Mirayans, snce the Mori had been shattered by Wolf Madraga's
attack. But if Elena had a child with Wolf Madraga? Could that be what those Tari had meant? But why
did it have to be his child? Or hers, for that matter? Yani could just as easly marry a Mirayan. She was
warlike too. But the warbird was a raven. Gah! Who would bother trying to work with this suff?

The other books near the desk consisted of big untidy collections of papers sewn together and bound
inwooden bindings. The papers were written descriptions of dreams and visons. Each book was headed
dther Fire Visons or Other Visions. These had to be the visons of those wild-haired nectar dreamers
who vidted Jagamar. From the little notes in the margins, someone obvioudy studied them as well.
Marigoth understood why. She could have read these marvelous, weird visons for hours, especidly the
redly gruesome Fire Visions describing people being burnt dive or eaten by demons in gut-grabbing,
bone-shuddering detail. She was not sure how much time she had, so she tore hersdlf away and kept
searching.

Standing on the stool, she got down a big book from the top shdlf, the Book of Outlanders. Insde
was much detailed information about the Mirayans.

“Hnding anything interesting?’ asked Jagamar.

Marigoth dmost fdt embarrassed to be so discovered. Oh wdl! The only way out now was forward!

“There'salot of Suff in here about Miraya,” she said.

“l think | dready told you I've dways been very concerned about the Mirayans” sad Jagamar,
coming over and firmly taking the book away from her. “ The Prophecies of the Life Spirit have shown
what a grave threat they represent to Ermora. | particularly remember the one about demon fire from the
prophecy about you three. Knowing the Mirayan propendty for demon magic as | do, | cannot hep
fearing that the fire will come from them. That's why | collect the visons of the nectar dreamers. An
extraordinarily large number of them concern fire. Ah, | see you've been reading them. Yes. | keep
hoping the coundil will listen to me. But most of them scoff a my efforts. They fed certain the life spirit
can protect us from anything.”

“You don't think so?" asked Marigoth.
“ think it would be a good idea to hep it as much as we can.”
“So you think it's a good idea to interfere with destiny?’

Jagamar threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, you are getting desperate, aren’t you, my dear? | can
assure you, your Sster’s captivity is nothing to me. | wouldn’'t dream of interefering with destiny so
closdly. But, as | sad before, it doesn't seem wrong to make some kind of preparation. That is why |
have set down everything | know about the Mirayans.”

“Thereé sagreat dea about Alexus Scarvan and Wolf Madraga in there,” said Marigoth. “Surely you
didn't learn about them in Ishtak. They're quite new to Yarmar.”

Jagamar amiled and chucked Marigoth under the chin. “Little Madame Suspicious. What? Do you
think I"ve been flying round Y armar engaging in nefarious information collection?’

“That could be one explanation,” Marigoth said roundly.



“Indeed it could. If | were not aloyd Tai and too weak a mage to safdy go among the outlanders.
Ancther explanation might be that many outlanders come to Pen-terong and lots of them have been the
vidims of Mirayan violence. It is easy to learn about the Mirayans from them. | suppose you shdl have to
choose for yoursdf which explanation you want to believe”

Despite hersdf Marigoth fdt embarrassed. Maybe she was being stupid. “I guess it does make
m.”

He smiled at her kindly.

“Indeed it does. And so does my other activity. Because to make sure that I’'m not the only one who
knows this information, I've been indructing some of the more open-minded young mages in what |
know of outlander activities. | daresay, you' ve seen some of them vidting me here. Itisaamdl thing but |
cannot St by and do nothing.”

He looked so relaxed. Not &t dl guilty.

“Actudly, I'm sure you've got many useful things to tdl me about the Mirayans, but you seem so
caught up in your fight for your sister that | hardly like to bother you. Does it go wdl?’

“It goes nowhere,” said Marigoth.

“Oh no, my dear | think you'll find it goes somewhere. Severa councillors have expressed concern
about your sster to me. | think we are building up interest in her.”

“But it's taking forever!”
“Things move dowly here in Ermora”

“And dl thewhile my sgter is suffering. 1St there some other way? One of these young mages could
come secretly with me to Lamartaine and free her. It would be work of a moment. The Mirayans are
week.”

He looked stern. “1t would be crud to expect the young people to take such a risk. No, not the risk
of demons. Anyone who leaves Ermora risks exile. You've never meded so you can't understand how
important it isto us Tari, but we are destroyed without it.”

“No one need know.”
Jagamar’ s face hardened.

“Do not even think of it. It would aways be found out. Defying the council to leave Ermora is wrong,
and after melding, a person would smply be overwhemed with the need to confess. That iswhy we think
the Tari you met in Seagan are fakes” Hisvoice was angry. “If | find you even suggedting it to one of my
young mages, it would be unforgivable. And since your appeal to the coundl is going so well, you would
be cutting your own throat.” He turned away dismissvdy. “I think it is time for you to deep now. Go to
bed!”

Marigoth was hdfway back to her bower before she redized that he had no business ordering her
around like that. He might not have magic, but he was a powerful persondity.

She didn't know what to make of ther conversation. Was he lying? His interest in destiny might be
quite innocent.

If he was involved with her Sster’s captivity, what could she do about it? Who ese would help her
here? She could ings on being set free to go back to Penterong, but then what? And what if he was
genuine and she missed this clear chance to rescue Elena? He had certainly done alat for her.

Could she subvert one of his young mages? Now that was an interesting thought.
The following afternoon as she wandered gloomily up and down the pine corridors, wondering what



on earth to do, she glimpsad a sudden brief flicker of bright light in the corner of her eye. As she soun
round quickly, she fet a brief draft of fresh air. She ran quickly toward the place where she had seen the
flegh of light.

“You look weighted down,” said a voice above her.
A man was crouched in the fork of one of the trees. He amiled quizzically.

It took Marigoth a moment to recognize him as the man she had met the firg night she had been in
Ermora, Derrum. Gunidah had told her not to trust him. But then how much did she trust Gunidah?

“What are you doing here?’

“l wanted to tak to you, and Jagamar is drict about who he lets into his abode. Your grandmother
and | were very close friends. When we met in the forest, you said your grandmother had disappeared
and you thought her dead. | wanted to know what had happened.”

Oh yed Gunidah had said he was her grandmother’ s obsessive ex-lover. Once again the ugly head of
Sex rearing up!

“She amply disappeared when | was five. Our foster mother dways said that she would have come
back if she could have. We came to fed that she no longer existed in the world. The life force has not
told us otherwise”

Derum frowned. “You know nothing of her fate? Why did you not come back when she
disappeared?’
“She told us to keep away from the Tari. We have been in hiding most of our lives”

He nodded thoughtfully. “She didn’'t want your childhood to be overshadowed by the prophecy. So
why have you come now?’

“My sster Elena has been taken prisoner by a Mi-rayan lord, and | seek hdp infreang her. My sgter
and | tried to rescue her but we were stopped by Tari who had powerful magic and spoke of destiny.”

“So the rumors of her captivity and people dressed as Tai are true, then,” said Derrum.

“Itisnot people dressed as Tai. It was red Tari. Their magic was strong and drew srongly from the
life force. What other people draw on it as we do?’

“Hrmmm. If that is so, | wonder who might be doing this and how they can do it without anyone
knowing.” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Interesting.”

“Itisnot interesting!” shouted Marigoth. “My poor sster is enduring horrors because of these people,
and dl everyone can say ishow interesting it id What is wrong with you people?’

Derrum blinked in surprise.

“Er... sorry,” he said after amoment. “1 can see how you mug be upset. You get a bit disconnected
herein Ermora. | gpologize for my countrymen. | will gladly help you in any way | can. | would like to be
of service to my old friend’s granddaughter.”

“Y ou could come back to the outlands with me to rescue Elena. If you can stand the risk.”
Derrum looked apologetic.

“I would be willing to leave Ermora,” he said. “But | wouldn't be any use to you. My magicad powers
are dmogt nonexigent outside. That was why | dways traveled with your grandparents, who were strong
meages. Y ou know you have your grandmother’s face. It's easy to tdl you are her rddive. Are you sure
you don’'t know what happened to her?’

“No!” snapped Marigoth. Was this man just another annoying fribble who couldn’t keep his mind on



important matters? Then it occurred to her that she had many questions.
“Tel me, is Jagamar more interested in destiny than other Tari?’

Derrum grinned. “Has he been tdling you about his little hobby? He's not interested in degtiny as
such. But he has this absolute obsession that the Mirayans are a threat to Ermora. It seems to have
started on his study tour in Ishtak years ago, and it’'s taken complete control of him. He's convinced that
they are gaing to be respongble for the destruction of Ermora through demon fire. What afool!”

“Isthat so unreasonable?’ asked Marigoth, perversaly offended on Jagamar’ s behdlf.

“The life force protecting Ermora is stronger than any demon. Did he show you his collection of
nectar dreams? | bet they make thrilling reading. He combs through them for references to the... uh-oh,
someone' s coming.” As he reached up for a branch he said, “Come back here tomorrow. I'll see what |
can do in the meantime.” He pulled himsdf up into the tree.

Gunidah appeared a moment later.

“Did | hear you spesking to someone?’ she asked.

“Only mysdf,” sad Marigoth smoothly. “I was curang the fate of my sgter.”
“Have hope,” said Gunidah kindly. “I'm sure thingswill improve.”

For the firg time since she' d been in Ermora Marigoth agreed with her.

Chapter 21

Back in Penterong Yani could not bring hersdf to redly trust her kindred, and she rejected offers of a
bower to deep in. The heding hdl had been built to serve far more people than it now contained, and
Yani chose to degp in one of the many little white rooms that were empty. She fdt safer, though she
knew full well that in a place full of powerful mages this feding mugt be an illuson. There were few other
Tai here. A few heders came to her part of the heding hdl and that was dl. A couple times she found
nectar dreamers hanging round her room. They seemed to find her presence a good focus for their
grange visons. Something to do with this bizarre prophecy, no doubt. She could hardly comprehend, let
aone accept, dl the peculiar things that Gunidah had said about their birth. What could they have to do
with the redlity of ther lives? She would have preferred not to think about it, but the lines about the
warbird haunted her. Given her past, did the lines about the warbird have some specid ggnificance for
her?

Y et the raven that had haunted her since she had killed that assassin in Dania was gone. She was not
sure when it had disappeared, but she had not fdt its prescence since Olbia Why had it gone when the
prophecy seemed to confirm its presence? Once it had troubled her, but now that it was gone she fdt
abandoned and full of doubt.

She knew she was the only Tari to ever have taken up arms because the woman overseeing her
cleandng process told her so in terms of bitter contempt. Her name was Indulkanna and Yani could not
believe that a Tari could be o full of anger.

On the firg day Yani was ordered to undress and lie on her back in a shdlow dream that ran
eastward out of Ermora. The other overseer, a young mae mage cdled Targpan, who was “witnessng
this rare ritud so that it might not be logt,” retreated behind a wooden screen during this process, while
Indulkanna squatted on the bank beside Y ani, reciting a hymn to the deansng powers of water. On the



firg morning she glared a Yani’s naked body as the clear water ran over it.
“Your body bears many marks of violence” she snapped. “Tdl me where you got them from.”

She pointed to dl the scars Yani had, even the ones that could not be easily seen, like the scar she
hed got on her scalp from faling over and cutting hersdlf on a sharp piece of stone as a child. After Yani
hed told the story of dl her scars, Indulkanna got up and left, tdling her to meditate on how if she had
never taken up a sword she would never have had any of these scars.

Indulkanna s words struck Yani as ridiculous. A proportion of her scars were Smply the result of the
accidents of an active life

Later, she was dlowed to leave the stream to St wrapped in alinen towd facing both Indulkanna and
Tarapan, as Indulkanna began to question her.

“When did you begin this path of wrongdoing?’

“Which particular wrongdoing are you asking me about?’ replied Yani. Indulkannals method of
questioning did not make her fed very cooperative.

“You seel” snapped Indulkannato Targpan. “They expect meto do something with her and she is 0
far gonein wrong she does not recognize her evil.”

Before Yani could protest she barked out, “The sword, girl, the sword. When did you take up the
way of violence? When did you start killing people?’

“But | only ever killed one person,” cried Yani. “And | fdt their desth as painfully as any Tari does.”
“Y ou would not take up the way of the sword if you did not secretly like to kill.”

“No! | deny that!” cried Yani, trying to reign in her temper but not suceeding very wdl. “Swordcraft
isajoy initsdf. An exercise of ill like any other craft. It isthefighting | enjoy, not the killing.”

“Are you atempting to judtify yourself? | cannot believe thig”

“l did not take up the sword jugt for the pleasure of killing,” protested Yani. “In the world of the
outlanders, warriors are vitd to protect the weak from the the strong. Surely that is important.”

“What isimportant is that you are akiller and yet you seek to pollute Ermora with your evil!” shouted
In-dulkanna. She legpt up and stormed away.

“Why can | not just commune with the life oirit?” said Yani to Tarapan, who had until then sat
Slently.

“The Lady Gunidah said thet it should be better this way,” he said quidlly. “They are worried about
the purity of Ermora being polluted. It isfor your own protection aso, Yani. You have never communed,
have you? Whenever you enter the Spirit Cave, before you achieve oneness with the life spirit, you
understand and sometimes experience the wrongs that you have done againg it. It would be wise for you
to come to some sense of your own wrongdoing before you communed with it.”

“l am dready troubled by questions of right and wrong. | would be glad to undergo the punishment of
the life force if understanding could be achieved afterward.”

“If you love the life of the sword too much, there will be problems. Understanding can be very painful.
People have been known to go mad.”

“Isit not so that if the life spirit shows me that swordcraft iswrong, | will find it easy to giveit up?’
“That ishow it is supposed to be,” said Targpan uneeslly.

“Then why mugt | undergo this extra trestment?’

“| ddl go and talk to Indulkanna. Perhaps we can find another way into this”



Alas, there seemed no other way. The following day they began the deansng again with the same
sream bath. But once again things quickly fdl apart. This time as Yani was tadking of her childhood
training with her foster mother, Lashanna, who had been a member of the Queen of Danid's bodyguard
in the days before she met Timmic, Indulkanna redlized that she was assduoudy avoiding reveding the
whereabouts of the idand where Timmic and Lashanna dill lived.

“You are not cooperating,” Indulkanna growled.

When Yani explained as cdmly as she could that she wished to keep the location of her home a
secret, Indulkanna shouted, “Y ou dare to mistrust us?” and stormed out once again.

Targpan agan persuaded both women to try again, but there was not one day when Indulkanna did
not slorm out on some pretext or other, dways shouting that Yani was so sunk in wrongdoing that she
was completdy logt. It was asif she found Yani's fallowing of swordcraft so unforgivable that she could
not see the point of even trying this cleansing.

Was Indulkanna setting out to make this as dow as possible just to prevent Yani from ever getting
into Ermora? The thought made Yani fed angry and desperate.

It was not just Elend's captivity that troubled her. Since the execution of Georgi Serranus, Yani had
fdt logt in akind of gray mig. All her life she had thought she could fallow the warrior’s path if she stuck
to the cause of right, but in Olbia, she had discovered how badly the redlities of war and power sat with
consderations of right and wrong and how difficult it was to tdl the two apart. Even if she did not kill
people hersdf, the leader was respongible for the death and suffering of a battle.

The logica answer was to cease dl battles, but that was not an option in the world outsde Ermora
where there were no Tari to put people to deep until they made peace. Yet the life spirit flowed through
the outlanders as wdll.

And then there was the problem of Georgi Serranus. Surely the death of such a man could only be a
good thing. Did it not serve the life spirit? Yet she knew with every fiber of her being that killing could
never serve the life soirit.

AsaTai she was glad that it was hard for her to take life, but as a warrior she saw only a dangerous
weaknessin this hesitation. Obvioudy war was no place for a Tari, but mugt she stand by and watch the
Seagani be ground into the dust by the Serranuses of this world? That could not even be considered!

If this crazy story of her birth was true then the life spirit had gifted her with her strength and possibly
her gptitude for warcraft as wdl. Why had it done these thingsif it did not want her to use them? Or had
she been fallowing the wrong path? What use could the life spirit have for awarrior?

These questions kept Yani awake at night.

If only she could talk them over with someone. In-dulkanna? If she had learned about the execution
of Georgi Serranus, she would probably have stormed out of the room and refused to ever come back.
In the end for lack of someone better, she found hersdf talking to Tarapan.

At least he did not storm out of the room when she pointed out to him that most of the rest of the
world did not have the ability to defend itsdf with magic and so had to take up arms in defense. To him,
however, this was merdy an interesting intdlectud problem. She could not bring hersdf to shock him by
tdling him about hard redlities like Serranus's execution. He seemed too innocent.

“How long will this take?’ she asked him desperately after the deansang had been going five days.
“Aslong asit takes,” hereplied camly.

“But while | wait here, Elena suffers” she cried. She told him then of dl she knew of her sster’s
captivity in Olbia. For thefird time her words made him turn pae.



“It torments me that she may ill be suffering such abuses. |I's there nathing you can do to hdp me?’
He looked very troubled. *Perhaps | should send to the council,” he said.
But nothing changed.

Then one day as she was wandering in the woodlands outside Penterong, a group of young Tari
invited her to join ther riding party. Yani was ddighted to have a chance to ride one of the beautiful
chestnut Tari horses. Once mounted she found the horse very responsive to her commands. When she
pushed it to afull gdlop she could fed how it enjoyed running fiat out. Yani laughed with exhilaration. It
was only when the horse was tired and had dowed to a trot that she redized she had ruddy left the
others behind.

As they caught up one of the young people, a mage caled Illynya, cried, “ Sweet lifel Weren't you
terrified to go so fat?”’

“It is exdting to be terified,” grinned Yani. “I fed so dive” Severd of the party looked quietly
disgpproving, but lllynya, her sister Syndd and a mde friend of theirs caled Mathaman came close to
Yani and began to ask her about life outside Penterong. Yani avoided the difficult subject of war and told
them only of the court of Queen Sharma and the colorful customs of the peninsula folk.

The three dl seemed very restless and discontented with their lives When they stopped to st under
one of the trees and drink some wine, Yani remarked that it was a pity that the Society of Travders no
longer existed. Then they could have gone out to see the world for themselves.

“We are too great a temptation to the outlanders,” said one of the other riders, a sdf-satisfied
non-mage caled Mulgan. You could essly tdl who lacked megicd abilities for they were not as e in
cadting glamour over themsdves and so were not quite as beautiful as the mages. Despite this they did
not seem to fed inferior. Yani had dready heard one of them taking about how much more practica
non-mages were compared to mages.

“Temptation?’

“Yes, to feed to ther demons. Like the three martyrs” sad Mulgan. “You cannot trust the
outlanders.”

“That was an isolated incident,” said Yani. “A sngle madman. There are no necromancers now and
the out-landers hate demons as much as us. The outlanders aways treated me with kindness and respect.
They dill have greet love for the Tari. There was never any threat of demons.”

Mulgan snorted, but a young woman mage caled Nimbi said more palitely, “If you will forgive me for
painting it out, you are not a mage so demons are not so interested in you. We've dl seen the outlanders
who come to Penterong. They seem to lead very disordered lives. |an't that true, Yani?’

“l guessyou can seeit likethat,” said Yani. Their complacency brought out a spitefulness in her. “But
the life spirit flows through them as it does through us. Perhaps order is not its only pattern. Or
perhaps... Did not the Society of Travelers see it as the duty of the Tari to bring greater knowledge of
the life force to those who could not experience it directly? Perhaps this disorder is smply lack of Tari
presence.”

Some of the young people looked struck by this. Mulgan snorted. “I hardly think we owe any duties
to those who would feed us to demons. And you...”

“Be honest,” said Nimbi quickly. “Is not Ermora the most beautiful place you ever saw in your life?”
“Yes itislovdy,” agreed Yani.

“And we lead a hagppy and pesceful life here, which is more than you can say for any of the
outlanders” said Mulgan in a sdtisfied voice. “This is the best of dl places in the world. | can’t



understand people like Illynya who want anything se”

It was a sentiment Yani heard again and agan a Pen-terong. She could not blame them for it.
Penterong had hedlers, craftamen, farmers and traders who bustled about busly at thar tasks, but magic
could be and was used for dl unpleasant work. There was no need to ration magicd power as there was
inthe outside world. And none of the Tari would ever face difficult mord questions such as the execution
of Georgi Serranus, because such questions answered themsalves when they communed with life spirit in
the Spirit Cave.

Thismugt have been why they dl seemed so young, for lllynya, Syndd and Mathaman were dl Yani's
age and Targpan was older. They were so untried and unsure of their judgment, and thar ignorance
about the outside world was profound. Since the only other outlanders they saw were the victims of
disease or violence who came for hedling, it was not surprisng that they saw the outer world as a place
of chaos.

lllynya, Syndd and Mathaman continued to be fascinated by the outlands, however, and every
evening they came to Yani’s room. They brought friends with them, and by the end of a week there were
about fourteen people, both mages and non-mages crammed into her room every evening. Most of them
were here in Penterong to learn about heding, for the Archipelagans who came here had many ills that
they were never likdly to see in peaceful Ermora. After two years here they would go back into Ermora
to find mates, have children and spend their lives taking part in the tasks of daly life and the rituds that
honored the life spirit. Some of them found the prospect ifling.

Having log dl fath in the deanang process by then, Yani was much less careful of what she told
them. Perhaps she might be able to persuade one or two of these young ma contents to leave Ermora and
hdp her free Elena

She proceeded subtly. She was aware of that Tarapan was keeping a watch on her activities, so she
smply told the young ones of the Stuation between the Mirayans and the Seagani, of people like Georgi
Saranus, of her Sger Elenas captivity and of the Tai who attacked them before they came to
Penterong. Like everyone ese the young ones denied that Tari could do such things It was obvioudy
wrong to treat destiny in such a way and to encourage violent captivity and anyone who melded would
seethat. This struck Yard as interesting.

“Soif one did not med, there would be no bar againgt such wrongdoing,” she said.

“But everyone mdds” they said. “It is inconcelvable tha Tai could forgo such a beautiful
expereince.”

Yet | have never melded, thought Yani to hersdf. So it is possible for Tari to function without it.

She tried to find out if there was some authority that made them med, but the young ones scoffed at
the idea that an authority would be necessary.

“Tdl us more about the Seagani and the Mori,” they said, changing the subject. “Tdl us more about
the out-lands.”

Often Yani fdt understanding for the young mages yearnings. At other times she thought, Here | am
gtting with these bored, young dilettantes and who knows what is happening to Elena. This thought made
her fed less guilty about leading these young people into trouble.

“How can | stay in Ermora and live a happy, quiet life, knowing that everywhere in the world people
are auffering and that perhaps | can do something to hdp it?" she asked Targpan a one point. “For tha
metter, how can you?’

“| serve the life oirit and love Ermora firg before everything,” said Targpan coolly. “And it does not
tdl me to go to the outlands.”



She recaived several messages from Marigoth ingde Ermora, each more gloomy than the last. She
decided to go ahead with her own plan to get help from the young macontents. She was dill wondering
how to push this plan forward when, fifteen days after she had arrived in Ermora, an ensorcelled hawk
came bearing a message for her from the Seagani. They had been cut off from Northern Seagan by
superior Mirayan forces and were begging desperately for her help.

Chapter 22

Y et another councillor! This one lived in a bower that appeared to be made entirdly from red rose
petas though Marigoth doubted it was. Councillor Gaga served rose-flavored wine from rose-petal
cups. In the middle of the meeting, dl the rose petas, even the cups turned into white fur.

“We have to save my sigter,” said Marigoth, trying to keep her temper. This person was supposed to
be one of the Tar