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FREEDOM'S
GATE

CHAPTER ONE

It was before sunrise when the shamefaced man-at-arms knocked on my door to tell me that there had
been an escape—Alibek, one of the boys from Kyross harem. | sent him to the stable to fetch my horse
whilel dressed, and met him in the courtyard, where | quickly checked over my gear. "What timewas he
found missing?" | asked, buckling an extrawaterskin to Zhade's saddle.

"Nearly two hoursago, Lauria," he said, avoiding my eyes.
"Why didn't you—"
"We thought he must be somewhere within thewals."

So they'd wasted time searching, and they probably wouldn't wake Kyros until after | had set out. Well,
that wasfinewith me. "Did he take anything with him?"

"Onewaterskin turned up missing.”

"Held better hope | find him, then," | said, and gave the guardsman aquick smile as| mounted Zhade. It
had been foolish to search before waking Kyros, but it was an understandable impulse. He had an
unpredictable temperament.

Eveninthetwilight of early dawn, the Streets of Elpisawere aive with movement. Just outside Kyross
gate, aman pushed awhedbarrow piled high with apples, alittle musty from their winter sorage. |
flipped him a coin and leaned down to pluck two from the pile: one for me and one for Zhade. Across
the street, | could see two women, the wives of Greek officers, with jars of honey tucked under their
armsto offer to Athena. Farther down, adave—Danibeki, like my mother—hauled water from one of
the public wells. | spared only acursory glance at the street as | closed the gate behind me. If Alibek had
left any sgnsof hisflight, they would be long gone by now.

Besides, | had ahunch that | knew where held jumped the Elpisawall. There was a spot on the northern
edge where the wall was abit crumbled, and the weathering had created footholds. Once out of the city,
| planned to head straight for that spot and look for any traces he might haveleft. If | waslucky, | might
pick up histrack from there; if not, 1'd at least know for certain that hed madeit out of the city.

Firg, though, | had to make it out of the city myself.

Kyros's household was close to the military garrison, which was close to the city gate, soit wasn't a
terribly long way. It was early enough that the streets weren't yet crowded, and Zhade and | could move
quickly. A dave carrying water back to his master's household stepped quickly out of my way; inturn, |
moved aside for some of the soldiersfrom the garrison, who rode through the street. In the distance, |



could hear afruiter selling hiswares: Apples, fine apples; oranges from Persia; grapes fromthe
south, fresh from the aeriko caravan. Apples, fine apples... Elpisawasamost on the frontier of
Greek territory, and no one wanted to live outside the protective walls, where they would be vulnerable
to abandit raid, so the houses were packed in tightly, leaning against each other like acrowd of friends
gathered in too smdl a space.

The gate was guarded by bored, surly soldiers from the Greek garrison. They stopped me, of course,
and asked to see my credentials. | aways carried ascroll with Kyross sedl oniit, plus| wore hisring—a
heavy piece of gold set with agarnet as dark as a pomegranate seed—on a chain around my neck. The
guards on duty thismorning were Alex and Thaes, neither could reed, but they squinted suspicioudy a
my scroll anyway. | offered the ring as evidence that | was on officia business, but they waved it off; |
could have gtolen it, after dl. Along with the horse. And my sword. And my clothes, which were more
like aman's clothes than awoman's, but which had been tailored to fit me perfectly. "Y ou'll have to wait
whilewe get our captain to look at this," Thaessaid.

"Ask himto hurry, please, Thaes. Kyroswon't be happy if his dave escapes because you held me up.” |
passed through these gates, on average, six timesin aweek. | recognized nearly every guard. | even
knew Thaless home province and the name of Alex'ssister. Yet | was stopped every time, and asked to
provethat | wastruly afree woman and Kyross most trusted lieutenant, and not an escaping dave
mysdf. Every time.

"Laurid"

| turned, reluctantly. "Myron,” | said. Myron was one of Kyrass other lieutenants. One of his Greek
lieutenants.

"She'swith me," he said airily to Thales, who quickly handed back my scroll and waved us both through.

"Kyrosthought | could probably catch up with you," Myron said. "l dmost didn't! I'm glad the guards
held you up.”

"I'm sure you could have guessed where I'd go,” | said, forcing mysdlf to be friendly.
"Well, | guessed you'd head straight out of the city.”

| nodded. "There's a spot along the city wall, toward the north, where alot of daves come over. | was
planning to ride around the outside of thewall and seeif Alibek left any trace behind.”

"Grest idea"

| mounted Zhade, gritting my teeth. Myron was never rude to me; that wasn't the problem. He unfailingly
treated me with a certain patronizing kindness—the compliments of a superior to atrusted servant. |
didn't mind being treated thisway by Kyros, though some of his other subordinates complained about
him, | dwaysfound his judgment to be fair and his praise of my work effusive. But Myron was not my
boss. Hewas not, in my opinion, even my equd. | smiled stiffly and let our horses break into acanter as
we rode out of the gate.

I miss Nikon, | thought. Distant kin to Kyros, he had served Kyrosin ajob much like minefor severa
years. Like Myron, he was Greek; unlike Myron, he'd been aworthy friend, occasiondly even a
confidante. But ayear ago he'd been assigned as ayoung officer to one of the border garrisons; he was
killed in abandit raid afew monthslater. Myron was distant kin to Kyros aswell. He must come from
the other side of the family. | gritted my teeth as Myron gave me acheerful grin over his shoulder.



Beyond the city wall, the hills and sky opened up around us asif we'd climbed out of aclosed box. The
sky was blue with afaint vell of haze, and | could smell alittle moisturein the air. It was early spring, and
it hed rained abit the previous night. Perhaps that was why Alibek thought he might makeit to the
bandits—the Alashi—with only one waterskin. Or perhaps he just saw the opportunity to break and
didn't think about it a al. Maybe he preferred death to davery. | turned the possibilities over in my mind
aswe cantered, riding adong the edge of thewall to circle around to the north side of the city. Thewall
rose up well over our heads; it was built from hewed blocks of purple-gray stone, and was covered with
afinelayer of reddish dust. Green plants sprouted here and there from the mortar, thanks to the spring
rans

Lagt night'srain had aready soaked down into the ground, feeding the brief burst of spring growth that
carpeted theland around Elpisa. On the hillsto the north | could see ajumble of wildflowers: brilliant red
poppies, star-shaped yellow flowers, cream-colored snowdrops, something purple that wound its way
closeto the ground. They would fade fast enough once the rains stopped, but for now they served asa
reminder that before the greet rivers were dammed, Elpisiahad been part of alarge, fertile oas's, the
confluence of the Arys River and the Jaxartes. Under the hot sun, though, the Arys quickly petered out
into amuddy trickle, then dried up completely, even in the spring. | wondered if Alibek knew that.

The desert hillsrose up around us. Below our feet, under the spring growth, the brittle soil was
golden-red in the sunrise, darkening to blue-black in the shadows. Far off, goats dotted the hillsides,
tearing away at the mossy grass. | wondered idly who it was that herded the goats. A trusted dave? A
half-caste Danibeki, like me? Or a Greek?

The sunwaswell and truly up by the time we reached the northern edge of the city. | dismounted, leading
Zhade to the spot where Alibek might have climbed over, then hoisted mysdlf up to get agood look at
the edge. Sure enough, caught in the rough stone was afragment of sheer white cloth. It was very clean;
left recently by someone who normally lived indoors. If Alibek hadn't |eft this behind, there had been
another escape last night.

| held the fragment briefly to my nose and smelled the perfume used by the davesin Kyross harem. The
smell seemed to catch in the back of my throat; it was too swest, like the cloying smell of abruised,
dightly rotten apple. | tucked the cloth into my pouch and jumped down from the wall. "He came over
here" | said.

"Can| see?'

| took the cloth back out of my pouch and passed it to Myron. "How can you be so sure Alibek left
this?" he asked, squinting a the cloth in the bright morning sun.

"It hasthe scent of Kyross harem.”
Myron sniffed it. "All harems smell like this, and some free women use the same perfume.”

| plucked it out of hisfingers. "It wasfreshly torn. And it's clean, fill even alittle damp. Thiswasredly
recent. Who climbs over thewall other than davestrying to get away? If you're not running away, it's
eader to usethe gate.”

"Wel, there are other reasons you might climb the wall. Y ou might be acrimind, fleeing from the law."
"Criminals don't dressin sheer white cotton,” | said, and tucked the cloth away again.

We checked the ground near that part of thewall, but Alibek had left no more traces behind. "Wdll, it's
probably safe to assume he headed over the hills,” Myron said after aquick look. "That's where the



bandits are, so where € se would he have gone?!

"If he has any sense, he'sfound ahole somewhereto curl upinfor theday,” | said. "He hasto know
Kyroswill send searchers. Besides, he didn't take much water."

Myron shrugged. "There are plenty of holesin the hillsjust north of here. Let's start looking."

We spent the next few hours riding north into the desert, dismounting whenever we reached ahill or a
cluster of bracken where Alibek might have found somewhere to hide and searching carefully on foot. A
curious goat wandered up to lip my deeve; | shook it off impatiently. The goatherd was deeping in the
sun; | nudged him awake to ask if held seen anyone pass, but he mumbled something unhel pful and went
back to deep. He was Greek, asit turned out; ayoung boy.

Asthe sun rose high overhead, | grew hot and increasingly frustrated. "Do they know what time he
escaped?’ | asked Myron.

"Kyrossad it was sometime after midnight.”

"l cantimaginethat he got thisfar lagt night.”

"Where e se would he have gone? Penelopeia?’ Myron laughed lightly.
"But we haven't found even atrace of him."

"That's not that surprising. It'snot asif he'strying to leave atrail.”

A hawk wheeled overhead; | tipped my head back to watch it dive for asmaller bird and then glanced
back toward Elpisia, gauging how far we'd come. North wasthe logical path for an escaping davetnorth,
into the desert, over the mountains, toward the bandit tribes. " Alibek would have known thiswas where
weld look for him."

"W, yeah. But that's because held be an idiot to go any other way. If we haven't found him yet, maybe
it's because he's been moving thiswholetime.”

"Hedidn't have enough water..."

"Weonly know about one waterskin. He might have had afriend in another household who stole another
for him."

| shook my head. If Alibek had an dly able to give him waterskinsto carry, that person probably could
have hidden him for afew days, until Kyros stopped sending out searchers and gave him up for lost. And
then | wouldn't have found that fragment of cloth. But Myron didn't think the cloth had been left by
Alibek.

"I'll tell youwhat," Myron said, smiling blandly at my frown. "1 think it's possible he kept moving. That
would befoolish, running around in the sun, but daves aren't dways as sensble as Greeks. I'll ride north
and keep looking there; you go look for him wherever it is you think he might have hidden.”

"Fine" | said, with my first real smile since Myron had caught up with me. "Great idea, Myron.”
Myron rode northwest; | watched him go for amoment, then wheeled Zhade back toward the city.

My Danibeki great-grandparents had lived between two great rivers—the Jaxartes and the Oxus, or as
the Danibeki had caled them, the Syr Darya and the Amu Darya. Though Alexander had conquered and
subdued the entire region during hislong lifetime, after his ascent to Olympus, Greek control had



gradudly eroded until there was just afragment left of Alexander's empire, closer to my homeland than to
his

After Penelope, the founder of the Sisterhood of Weavers, had discovered how to summon and bind
aerika, the Greek empire had begun its Sow rise back to power. When they'd gone west, back into
Greece, the stories claimed that they were met with enthusiasm. Therest of Persia accepted their
renewed yoke with at least reasonable grace. But the Danibeki had ressted fiercely, and so the
Sisterhood had summoned vast numbers of aerikato bind the waters of the two rivers. They'd bottled up
the northern Jaxartesin avast reservoir, drowning the once-fertile valley near its source under adeep
lake. Occasionally they dlowed out atrickle of water to supply the Peneleopeian garrisons dong the old
river, but access to the water was drictly controlled. Meanwhile, the waters of the southern Oxus flowed
through atunnd to Persia, where the people had been more easily subdued. Cooperate, and you will be
rewarded. Defy us, and our wrath will be worse than you could ever have imagined.

Mogt of the Danibeki had been endaved; afew had fled north into the steppe, scraping out aliving with
herds and what water they could find. They called themsaves the Alashi, and the rumors about them
were both hair-raising and conflicting. Some stories said that they would accept any escaped dave who
managed to reach them. Other stories said that there were tests first: escaped daves were made to walk
through fire or endure the bite of a poisonous spider to prove their worthiness. Still more stories said that
outsiders who approached them were thrown onto pyres as a human sacrifice to Prometheus—and that
Greek soldiers who made the mistake of surrendering were sacrificed aswel. The more terrifying stories
failed to deter afew determined and optimistic escapees, like Alibek.

Before it was dammed, the Jaxartes had flowed very closeto Elpisa Even with the Arysflowingintoiit,
the ancient riverbed was mostly adry, rocky canyon now, with baked mud and sharp rocks a the
bottom and plenty of odd crevicesin thewadls. That, | thought, was where Alibek had hidden himsdlf.
The Danibeki had revered the greet rivers. Some till did. Maybe Alibek, in his supergtition, believed that
the river would hide him. Striking out across the desert was the most direct route, but required a
modicum of navigationa ability; perhaps helacked it and planned to follow the dry riverbed instead. Or
perhaps he hoped to find water that way. In any case, the old riverbed provided plenty of placesto hide;
maybe he planned to hide until we stopped looking. Whatever hisintent, it was not an entirely foolish
choice.

The riverbank was rough and steep; | |eft Zhadetied at the top and half scrambled, haf did to the
bottom. | checked to make sure | hadn't lost anything, but my sword, knife, and manacles were dl where
they belonged. Good. Thiswas the spot closest to where Alibek had jumped the wall.

Thewaters from the Arysflowed in amuddy trickle at the very bottom of the canyon, winding their way
through rocks and siIt. The ground was muddy from the spring rains, and | picked my way carefully,
legping from rock to rock to avoid snking into the mud. | saw afootprint dmost immediately and
squatted to examineit. The foot was alittle larger than mine, so certainly aboy's or man'sfoot had left
it—probably Alibek's, but I couldn't be sure just yet. After aquarter hour of walking, my hunch was
rewarded: afragment of cloth, caught on athornbush. | compared it quickly to the piece in my pouch. It
was the same cloth and had the same smell. | dowed my step, moving as quietly as| could, and listening.

There—another piece. A larger one. It was caught quite securely, and | unwound it carefully from the
thornsthat had grabbed it, imagining Alibek ripping himsdf freein the moonlight. The moon wasonly in
itsfirst quarter; there would have been little enough light last night. Alibek must not have planned thisvery
well; he must have seen an opportunity and grabbed it. If hed planned, he'd have had more water. And
he'd have left on anight with more moon.

If he'd been caught so firmly by the bush, he might have panicked. Would he have run, or looked for the



first hiding place? | looked at the ground again and saw afootprint, then another one; both had deep
imprints from the hed's. He had run. | picked up my pace, certain | was getting close.

If he's watching me, | thought, he'll know that I'm going to find him. It's just a matter of time. Will
he hide, trying to disappear into the rock, or leap out and try to attack me?| rested my hand on my
sword, just in case.

But Alibek didn't make a desperate charge from hiding. After afew minutes of walking, | saw arock-fal
at the edge of the bank. That would have been quite visible at night; it probably would have looked like a
good placeto hide. | couldn't see any evidence of Alibek—it probably would have been agood placeto
hide if Myron had been the only one searching for him. Stepping quietly, | walked over toit, reached
behind, and laid hands on something soft. | heard a sharp bresth of fear, and then | had dragged Alibek
out, blinking and struggling, into the sun.

It wasjust noon, | noted with satisfaction.
"Let mego," Alibek whispered hoarsdly. "Please”

| locked hiswrists with the manacles before he could do something foolish. Kyros wanted him back in
one piece. Alibek's delicate cheeks were flushed from the hegt; the waterskin held stolen hung limp and
empty from hisbdt. Hed been unableto fill it Since morning—possibly even since held taken shelter
behind the rockfdl in the night. Even though he was chained, | thought for amoment that he might try to
attack me, but instead he put his bound hands to his face and wept. He was my age, | thought; there was
afaint stubble on his cheeks. He was older than most of the boysin the harem.

"Why are you doing this?" he asked, speaking the Danibeki tongue. "Y ou are one of us."

"l am nothing likeyou," | said, speaking Greek. | took his arm and began to lead him back to wherel'd
left Zhade.

"I am adave, and you are free—free to do as Kyrostells you, but free to quit his service, too. Y ou don't
have to do this. Come with me to the steppe. Well tell the Alashi that you were adave, too."

| didn't respond.
"You areachild of theriver, the steppe, and the djinni," Alibek insgsted. "We both are.”

"Theriver'sdead,” | said. "The steppeisadesert, and the agrika'ul used the Greek word, not the
Danibekiu"are the daves of the Penelopeians. Even the bandits worship Prometheus and Arachne now
ingtead of the spirits. | am achild of Athena"

Alibek turned. He might be chained, he might be cooperating, but his eyes were definitely not those of
someone who fet himsdlf beaten. ™Y ou have never seen Prometheus,” he said. "And you have certainly
never seen Athena I've seen adjinn, and so have you."

"I'veseen djinni, dl right,” | muttered. "1've seen them do Kyross bidding.”

Getting back up to the top of the riverbank with Alibek was difficult. When Alibek redized that our
position gave him amodicum of power, he went limp, meaning I'd have to drag him up the steep, rocky
bank. Instead, | left him at the bottorm—he could run, but he wouldn't get far—and scrambled up to get
the length of rope I'd left on Zhade's saddle. | tied it to adead tree at the top of the bank, testing to make
sureit was still securely rooted, and tossed it down to the bottom. Then | scrambled back down to talk
to Alibek, who was sitting in the mud watching me.



"I'm not going to drag you to thetop,” | said. "Either | can take your manacles off and you can climb up
yoursdlf, with the rope, or we can sit here and wait for Myron to come back looking for usand he can
help me haul you up. If you climb up willingly, I'll let you finish off the water I've got with me—theresa
full waterskin tied to Zhade's saddle—and you can ride back with me. If we haveto wait, I'll let you
drink some of the water from the Arys, but it's pretty muddy and brackish where it flows through here;
the water | brought iswell water. And Myron will want to make you stumble behind the horses back into
thecity.” | met hiseyes and shrugged. "Y ou're going back either way. How wedo it isup to you."

Alibek consdered for amoment. Then he held out his hands and | unlocked the manacles. | climbed up
firgt, so that he couldn't mount Zhade and flee. He climbed quickly to the top of the embankment, holding
on to the rope, then took the waterskin | gave him and drained it. He mounted Zhade smoothly; | swung
up behind him and urged Zhade to afast walk.

"Don't take me back there," he whispered as the city walls rose up before us, black against the golden
hills. "Don't give me back to Kyros."

"Your life can't be that hard. | saw your hands; they're as soft as a baby's. Y ou spend most of the day
lying around on cushions.”

"Haveyou ever visited aharem, Lauria?’

| laughed alittle. "I am Kyros's servant, not one of his guests. He's never offered me the pleasure. And
evenif hedid, | wouldn't beinterested.”

Alibek breathed out a sharp, quick laugh and twisted around in the saddie to look at me. "Take meinto
the desert and I'll show you why Kyros wants me back so badly.”

Now | laughed for real. Alibek was a pretty boy, undoubtedly a half-caste Danibeki with Greek blood,
like me. Hiseyeswere green, and his glossy black hair had alittle bit of acurl, but | had no interest in
having sex with adave. "Sorry, Alibek, I'm not tempted.”

"Y ou don't know Kyros," Alibek said, turning away from me again. "Y ou don't know what he'slike."
"l think I know Kyros preity well," | said.

"Y ou see what he wants you to see.” Alibek's hands clenched againgt histhighs. "He made meadavein
his harem to punish my sister for running away. She'swith the Alashi now, free, but he took meto rape
and sent one of hisdjinn davesto tdl my sster what held done. Isthat the act of an honorable man?”

"She shouldn't haverun,” | said.

"YoureKyrossdave, asmuch as| am,” Alibek said, carefully unclenching his hands and smoothing out
the frayed and dirty edges of histunic. "Evenif you dont redizeit."

We were approaching the city gates. "Y ou should be glad | found you," | said. "The water from the Arys
gives out well before the desert. Y ou'd have died of thirst before you ever reached the bandits.”

"Next timeI'll bring morewater,” he said. "Thank you for your advice. I'll remember it."

"If you listen to my advice, you won't run again. The Alashi welcome daves with open arms because they
sacrifice humansto their gods—burning them aive on Prometheussfire. Of course they'd rather sacrifice
strangersthan their own people.”

"Now you're repeating Greek lies. But I'm sure you mean your concern kindly, so | thank you for it.”



| helped Alibek down from the horse as we returned to Kyros's compound. Relieved guardsmen took
him off my hands, he shot me alook over his shoulder asthey led him away. | met hiseyesbut felt a
queer tremor go through me, asif 1'd been shot with an arrow. | tried to shrug it off as| led Zhade to the
stables. | had brought daves back for Kyros before; | had no doubt that | would do so again. | told
mysdlf that | felt no kinship with Alibek. Perhaps | looked Danibeki, but | had far more in common with
my unknown Greek father. | wasfree, | chosewho | served, and Kyros had proved himself worthy of
my loydty time and time again. | left Zhade for the stable boys to groom and headed for Kyross office,

Kyrosswife maintained asmal garden in the courtyard just outside his office, and as| came around the
trellis, | saw something | had not been expecting: an aeriko-borne palanquin, the green silk that enclosed
it flapping out the open door in the desert wind. It was a sorceress's conveyance—no one else dared use
aerikafor transportation so casudly. | had planned to head straight into Kyross office, but | hesitated
when | redlized he dready had avistor—an important visitor, at that. But out of the corner of my eyel
saw the sparkle of an aeriko, and amoment later | heard Kyros cal for meto comein.

"I hear you've returned with my little straying bird dready,” Kyrossaid as| camein. "And not amark on
him! Y ou never fal to amaze me, Lauria Make yoursdf comfortable while | send amessageto Myron.”
He gestured for meto pull out achair and St down.

The sorceress sat in the corner of the room—facing the door, not in a spot that a visitor would normaly
sit. | had met afew members of the Sisterhood of Weaverswhile working for Kyros; I'd carried a
message to a sorceressin Daphniajust afew weeks earlier. But I'd never met thiswoman before. She
was clearly senior to the woman I'd carried a message to, though she was till quite young. Over her
green sk dress, she wore scores of spell-chains, looped around her neck, around her wrists, even afew
fastened around her dimwaist like aglittering belt. It was adizzying display of casua power, and for a
moment | could do nothing but try to count just how many aerika she carried at her command.

"What about her?' the sorceress asked.

Kyros gave her aguarded glance and shook hishead dightly. "Sit," he saidto meagain, and | pulled out
achair and sat down.

The sorceresss eyes were very dark and were fixed on me. | met her gaze for afew moments, trying to
guess areason for thisinterest. Her eyes glittered like the faceted stones on her spell-chains; their
darkness made methink of night on the steppe, and the dangers that lurked beyond the Elpisawalls. |
murmured some courteous phrase and |ooked away.

Kyros carried two spell-chains, on loan from the Sisterhood; most military officers of hisrank had only
one, or none a al. He wore one around his neck and the other looped around his right wrist. The aeriko
he used as a messenger most often was prisoned in a necklace of blue stones and red glass, linked with
gold wire. Kyros held the largest sonein the palm of his hand, muttering something under his breath, and
with asound like the echo of alarge bell, the aeriko wasin the room. | could seeit, bardly, like drifting
smoke—ashimmer intheair.

"Find Myron and tell him this: Return; Alibek has been found. If he has amessage for me, bring it back.
Otherwise smply return. Now go."

| blinked, and the aeriko was gone, off to find Myron. It might take awhile. Prisoned aerika obeyed their
orders, but they didn't dways ook in the most obvious places first unless you told them to, and Kyros
hadn't bothered. | smothered my smile as Kyros poured me aglass of tea.

"It'san honor to serveyou, Kyros," | said.



Kyros added a dollop of honey to the tea, and passed it to me across his desk. "So where was Alibek
hiding?"

"Along the dead river." Kyroswas ignoring the sorceress, so | did aswell. | recounted the steps I'd taken
to track Alibek; Kyros poured me more tea and offered me asmall honey cake. "He didn't resst, oncel
found him. | told him he was lucky he didn't get away; he'd have died of thirst before ever reaching the
bandits"

Kyroslaughed and took another cake. | thought he was getting ready to dismiss me, to finish his meeting
with the sorceress, when the sorceress leaned forward in her chair. "If you were adave, Lauria, how
would you reach the bandits?"

"l wouldn't run," | said.

"No, of course not." Her lips curved into asmile. "But suppose you did. How would you go about finding
the bandits?'

| glanced at Kyros. His eyes were fixed on his desk, but he looked up and gave me adight nod.

| sat back in my chair, thinking it over. "Wéll, | wouldn't take the riverbed—that's much too long if you
can navigate. The key would be to bring as much water as| could carry, | think, and to know how to
find more, sncel couldn't possibly carry enough to get me dl the way to the Alashi.” | Spped my tea. "At
minimum, a person needsto drink two waterskins of water aday, and even then they'll be pretty thirsty.
If I carried nothing but waterskins, | could probably carry eight of them. Four days wouldn't get meto
the bandits, but I'd probably be able to find water before | ran out. So I'd carry water, | guess, and no
food. | won't starvein aweek or two, and if | can't find the banditsin two weeks I'm probably going to
dieanyway." | set down my glass. "Alibek did do one thing right—he didn't take the most obvious route.
If | were going to run, I'd leave the city and then head in the wrong direction. I'd hide in the hillsfor two
days, by then, if the searchers hadn't found me, 1'd expect them to give up. Then I'd strike out into the
desert; trave at night when it's cool and hide during the day, both from the sun and any searchers. Watch
for sgns of water and pray to Athenal'd find the banditsfast. Although | supposeif | were an escaping
dave, I'd be praying to the aerika, or maybe to Prometheus and Arachne.”

"An admirable plan,” the sorceress said.
"Why do you ask?'

The sorceress fingered one of the spell-chains around her wrist. ™Y ou haven't ever seen araid from one
of the bandit tribes, have you?'

"NO_"

"l have," Kyrossaid. At anod from the sorceress, he went on: "It was years ago, when | was ayoung
officer a one of the garrisonsright on the edge of our territory. It wasterrifying, to realize how
defenselesswe were. The bandits have no mercy. They don't accept surrender; they just keep shooting
arrows at you until everyonethey can seeisdead or running. I'll freely admit that they are more skilled on
horseback than we are, but also, they fight dishonorably: they poison their arrows, so that even a scratch
can kill astrong man. After watching twenty of my men cut down in amatter of minutes, | ordered the
rest to run. The bandits looted and fired the garrison, cut the throats of the wounded, then rode back out
to wherever it isthey come from."

| laced my fingers around my teacup, thinking bitterly of Nikon. | had never seen abandit raid with my
own eyes, but it wasn't hard to imagine—Nikon on horseback, the bandits appearing on the horizon like



aswarm of scorpions, the rain of arrows. The man who'd brought the news of Nikon's desth had said
that he died from an arrow in the sde. He might well have died from that regardless, but with poisoned
arrows, he'd had no chance at all.

"When you take the larger view, for years the bandits have been mostly just an annoyance,” Kyros said.
He glanced at the sorceress. "Weve redly had more headaches recently from the bands of our own
deserters. There are afew groupsthat settled just north of Helladia, and they come down to stedl
supplies”

"Things are changing,” the sorceress said.
"Soyou sad,” Kyros muttered.

"The Arch-Magia has reason to bdlieve that the bandits are planning alarger offensive againgt us. And
she's sent word that the officers on the border—" she nodded toward Kyros "—should find out more."
The sorceress sat back and waited.

Kyrossighed. "Lauria, you are my most trusted aide," he said. "And, you are haf Danibeki. | want you to
infiltrate the bandits.

| sat back, stunned. "Infiltrate the bandits?' | repeated, just to be certain he was serious.
"That'sright."”

My first question was why one of the sorceresses couldn't just send an aeriko. But there were things an
aeriko was uselessfor. Aerika could not be ordered to kill ahuman being; for reasons that were not well
understood, the act of murder broke the binding spell. Sometimes even just an accidental desth alowed
the aeriko to escape its bonds, so having an aeriko seize and move an unwilling person was very risky.
No one knew why this was, because escaped aerika dways returned to kill the person who'd summoned
and imprisoned them, and often the holder of the spell-chain aswell, before vanishing to wherever it was
that aerika came from. Thistended to discourage experimenta research.

Even on lesser matters, aerikawere not rdliable for anything as complicated as surveillance. They were
not willing servants and couldn't be trusted.

| could betrusted, but | had never done anything like this. "Y ou're thinking I'd just walk up there and
pretend to be an escaped dave?”

There was arustle from the sorceress. "We had discussed adightly more elaborate plan,” she said.

Her eyes till made me uncomfortable. Contact with the aerikawas known to sometimes make people
mercurial; even mad. Kyrosswife had once apprenticed in the Sisterhood of Weavers, and I'd heard
servants mutter that her bouts of melancholy were the result of that. This sorceress didn't look at all
melanchoaly, though. Quite the opposite; her eyes shone asif fevered.

Kyros cleared histhroat. "One of the other officers, Sophos, lives up in Helladia, at thelast garrison
before you reach the steppe. Well, there are afew small military outposts, but Helladiaisatown, and |
think it would be easier to arrange your escape from atown. | was thinking that you could enter Sophoss
household, posing asanew dave. After aweek or two, at aprearranged time, you will escape and head
northwest from there."

"Why have me poseasadave?' | asked. "l could claim to have escaped from him, whether | had or not.
Or | could claim to have escaped from you."



"A short stay with Sophoswill lend your story credibility. Y ou won't have to make up details that might
get confused later.”

"I suppose.” | fingered the fringe of the cushion on my chair. | felt uneasy about thiswhole idea. " Just how
far would this pretense go? Sophos wouldn't beet meif | got caught escaping, would he?"

"No, of coursenot. You're afree woman, Lauria, and you work for me. Thiswould just be to establish
your ory."

"Andwho..." | glanced Kyros, then the sorceress. "Would | be reporting back to you, or to someone
ds=?'

"Me, of course,” Kyrossaid. "Once you'rein the desert, I'll give you sometime before | contact you.
Y ou'll need sometimeto win their trust, to become one of them. Then I'll send an aeriko messenger.
Well communicate through the aeriko and decide what to do next. It may be best just to have you
monitor their movements, but if you're redly trusted, maybe you could lead them into atrap. But well
take that step when we reach it." The sorceress nodded agreement.

"l haven't spied before,” | said. "Sir, I'm not sure | will succeed inthis.”

"Y ou should have more confidence in yoursdlf, Lauria™ Kyros smiled broadly and offered me another
cake. "Y ou spend most of your time 'spying'lvisiting garrisons on my behalf and reporting back on what
you find. You've never falled meyet."

"That's different.” When | visited agarrison, | came in with borrowed authority; the soldiers might not be
happy that | wasthere, but | didn't redlly have to worry about winning their trust. My scroll and my ring
from Kyros bought me whatever access | needed. If they refused, there would be hell to pay, and they
knew it. On one occas on, someone had tried to poison me, so obvioudy there were dangers, but...

"You will be an excellent spy, Lauria," Kyros said. He glanced at the sorceress. "Ligelawill send for
Sophos, but it will take him afew daysto get here. Take four days off to do asyou like, then report back
here and well get you ready." He leaned across his desk and took my glass, setting it down and shooting
mealook, adight smile on hisface. "Go visit your mother.”

| clenched my teeth and forced mysdf to smile. "Of course, Kyras. Thank you."

| glanced at the sorceress one more time before | 1eft. Her eyes were ill fixed on me; thistime, | was
reminded of acat, patiently stalking its prey. | bowed to her dightly—Ligeia, | thought, that must be her
name—and |eft.

| caught aglimpse of Kyrosswifein theinner courtyard as | passed. She seldom went out beyond its
walls, and amost never left Kyross compound. She had never liked me, and | generdly tried to avoid
her. Shelooked up as | passed, and quickly turned away. Asusua, my very presence seemed to irritate
her, and | quickly headed for my room.

| had acomfortable room in one of the towersin Kyross compound, with two windows, asoft chair, a
softer bed, and awriting desk. | fetched down my journal—a lesther-bound book of expensive blank
paper—and my pen and ink. | jotted down the day's events quickly, noting that Myron had come aong,
but that I'd found Alibek by mysdlf. Then | started to write about my next assignment and pauised,
redlizing that | wouldn't be ableto take my journd with me. Normaly | carried it dlong on trips. | spent
little enough time in thisroom; as Kyross assstant, or his"spy,” | spent most of my time visiting garrisons.
The usud judtification was that | was carrying a message too senditive to be trusted to an aeriko. An
aeriko couldn't give you itsopinion of agarrison's morale, the commander's rel ationship with his officers,



and so on. An aeriko aso couldn't audit the books, privately question the second-in-command, smell the
commander's breath for acohol, or peek into the shrine to Athenato make sure it hadn't become ashrine
to Arachne (as had happened in one particularly bizarre instance at one very isolated garrison).

That had been a strange trip, and agood example of the limits of agrika as messengers. Kyros sent meto
check in on the garrison because the commander had stopped sending messages, though he had a
spell-chain for precisdly that purpose. Thefirgt strange thing | noticed was that the commander wasn't
wesaring his spell-chain around his neck or wrist. | also noticed that he found an excuse to get alook at
my wrigts shortly after | arrived, and that he became dightly less guarded once he confirmed that | wasn't
carrying aspel-chain, either. He took meto his office, offered mewine, and gave me afairly leisurely
update on their last few months.

But heleft something out: he was not in fact the garrison commander. He was the second-in-command.
The commander himsalf wasin bed and under guard. Contact with aerika had made him
mercuria—exceptiondly so. It wasn't clear to me whether he had smply dropped the burden of
command like abag that had become too heavy, or whether his subordinates had wrested it from his
grasp because his behavior had become so unpredictable. The second-in-command had taken over and
then, like a superdtitious child, had locked the spell-chain inside astrongbox and locked the strongbox in
acloset, which he placed under guard.

| wouldn't normally have even entered the shrine to Athena and Alexander while visting agarrison, but it
was also under guard, and that was what made me curious. After shedding my own escort | managed a
peek insde, and saw the vast web of spiders, with Prometheuss fire burning where Alexander's hemet
should have been. | thought that no one had seen me, but later that night | found adeadly spider in my
own room. And while it might have smply wandered in of its own accord, | decided that the Situation
was quickly getting out of contral.

Kyros sent his aeriko to spesk with me that evening, and | instructed it to Smply remove me, and the
rightful commander, and carry us back to Kyros. It had been a ssomach-turning and terrifying trip, but the
aeriko had sat us down gently on our feet just within Kyrosswalls. Kyros had dedlt with the garrison. |
had worried that something bad would happen to Zhade; in particular, I'd feared that they'd use her asa
sacrifice to Prometheus and Arachne. But when Kyross soldiers rode into the garrison aday later, they
found her safein the stable. The renegade soldiers were gone.

Off into the desert to become their own group of bandit deserters, apparently. Despite their fear of it,
they took the spell-chain with them.

The aeriko Kyros had sent had interpreted its orders to speak to the commander of the garrison to mean
that it should speak to the person it found in command, rather than the real commander, under guard.
And it neglected to mention this change of command, along with the other changes of note. Aerikawould
obey your commands but not your intent anytime they could; Kyross agriko must have been ddlighted
with dl theinformation it could fall to passaong.

With asigh, | dragged my thoughts back to the matter at hand, and tried to order them enough to set it all
down on paper. Kyrosis sending me first to the home of a man called Sophos. Will escape from
there, using Sophos as a cover story. | sat back, stroking my lipswith the edge of the quill. Didlike the
idea of posing as a slave. Also, uncertain of what kind of slave | could credibly pose as. | had the
horse skillsto work in astable; | supposed | could work in Sophoss stables for afew weeks. | had a
bad feding that there would be some chore | couldn't do right—something that any dave would have
done a hundred times. And that would be just astruein any other part of Sophoss household. The
Alashi pose their own dangers. | just warned Alibek about their practice of human sacrifice; |
have no desire to be tossed onto the flames myself. | paused and read that over, then added, The



Alashi also poison their arrows when raiding Greek garrisons. What if | haveto go on araid, to
maintain my disguise?

At least the stories about the Alashi couldn't all be true. In addition to the stories about people being
burned aive, I'd heard that the Alashi sacrificed captives with the bite of a poisonous spider. I'd dso
heard that runaways who asked to join the Alashi were subjected to the bite of a poisonous spider to
provetheir worthiness, if they survived. That seemed alittle morelikely, asyoung, strong people often
survived spider bites; it wouldn't be aterribly reliable form of human sacrifice.

They were dso said to eat horses and the flesh of scavenger birds. | wasfairly certain that the stories
claming they ate human flesh were poetic exaggeration. | think | could eat horse meat, if necessary, |
wrotein my journa. Using poison against Greeks like Nikon—I suppose | could always shoot over
their heads.

| stood up to look out my window. It was midafternoon, and quite hot; dow-moving servants passed
below me outsde. | didiked time off from work; | hated visiting my mother. | stared for awhile at aloose
goat, wandering at large through the compound, then sighed and pushed back my chair. It crossed my
mind, as| waked down to the gate, to visit Alibek in the harem, but | pushed the thought firmly away.

| didn't like to think about thisfact, but my mother had herself once been aharem dave, like Alibek. Set
free by her generous master, she was now the mistress of one of the Greek officersfrom the garrison. |
did not actualy know who, as1'd never met him. When | was ayoung child, my mother would send me
away well in advance of hisarrival; as| grew older, | deliberately avoided crossing his path. There are
things no one redly wantsto know about her mother.

She lived above a gem-cutter's shop in aneighborhood of Elpisiainhabited mostly by free Danibeki and
foreigners; there were also some Greek tradespeopl e here, like the gem cutter, who'd come out to the
edges of the Empirefor one reason or another. 1'd grown up in this neighborhood, playing games with the
other children in the narrow streets. My mother had no trade for meto learn, and sent me away
whenever her officer was coming to vigit. | grew up an outcast; until | started working for Kyros| had
never quitefit in anywhere. Not with the Danibeki, and certainly not with the Greeks.

Therewas aflower vendor in the street, selling flowers from one of the tended gardens within the city
walls. | stopped to buy some flowers for my mothertwhite roses, | decided, after looking over the
options. An offering of sorts. | tucked the roses under one arm, wished that 1'd combed my hair a bit
more carefully, then went up the stepsto her gpartment.

Evenwhen | wasachild, I had compared my mother to the Greek women in Elpisia—the merchants and
wives of Greek officers. In particular, there was alady who lived across the street from the gem-cutter's
shop who | would watch out the window, the wife of a Greek goldsmith. When | was very young, she
seemed to me to be Athena personified, and even when | was older, she seemed to be everything my
mother was not: crigp and immeaculate, as cam asadill pool. When it wastime for her children to come
home at night she had abell she would ring; she didn't stand in the doorway and bellow their names at the
top of her lungs, like my mother and the other free Danibeki. My mother might be able to present the
impression of being atill pool, for afew moments, until you got close enough to see the whirl of sand
and fish, broken branches and wave-pounded rocks. She was atill pool likethe Arys River at the height
of thespring rains.

When she was expecting me, or anyone else, she wore awhite Greek-style gown of pressed linen. She
was expecting no visitors today, however, and when she answered the door she was wearing aloose



robe of faded red slk, along-ago gift from her officer. Her face went from deepy to animated in a
moment; "Laurial Oh, it'sddightful to see you, my darling. Come upstairs and sit down.” | proffered the
roses in silence as we reached her sitting room. " Are those for me? Oh, you shouldn't have. Let mefind
somewater for them..." | could hear her humming as she dipped some water out of abucket into avase,
and et the flowersin thewindow. "Come, darling, let melook at you."

| gave my mother ahug and a kiss on the cheek; she pulled me down beside her to stroke my hair. "Tsk,"
she murmured. "When are you going to grow out your hair, little one?'Y ou have such beautiful hair when

it'slong.”

"It'snot that short.” | pulled ablack curl loose and held it out. "It's down to my shoulders.”
"When you werelittleit went dl the way down to your was..."

"And tangled horribly."

"Y ou have beautiful hair." She droked it again. "But it is tangled. Go get my brush, darling.”
| fetched the brush with asigh and sat at her feet.

She unbound my hair, which | kept braided so that it didn't fall into my eyes, and began to brush it
dowly.

"So what have you been up to sincel saw you last?’

I'd vigited last a month ago—no, two months ago. "'l went down to Daphnig,”" | said. "Kyros had me
carry amessage to lady there in the Sisterhood of Weavers."

My mother stood up abruptly and strode over to look out her window. "I don't understand why Kyros
can't send an aeriko with messages,” she said.

"All you can trust an agriko to do is carry words back and forth,” | said. "I could tell Kyrosthat the
sorceress was pregnant, that she seemed pleased by his message, that her husband was there aswell. |
cantdl himwhat | see. What | hear, smell, taste. If something makes me suspicious| can even take more
of alook around, not that | really wanted to piss off asorceress.”

My mother's mouth was tight and unhappy. "1 wish you stayed closer to home.”

"What would | do here?’

"Conganta's daughter has been married for ayear and ahalf now. When are you going to get married?
| snorted in disgust, louder than I'd meant to. "1 don't know. Sometime.”

Her pale hand was clenched in afist. "Daphnia. My daughter goesto Daphnia. I've never been there"

Maybe you should look for a job other than "mistress’ if you want to travel . | didn't say that out
loud, of course, but my mother glared at me so fiercely for amoment | thought she'd heard my thoughts.
There are Danibeki daves who bdieve that some people can read the thoughts of their blood kin, if they
try. Or even control their thoughts, up to a point—but if my mother could do that, she'd have the
daughter she wanted instead of being stuck with me. ™Y ou're abeautiful girl, Lauria," she said after a
moment. "Y ou're as beautiful as| wasat your age, or you would beif you took better care of your hair
and your hands. If | was beautiful enough to win my own freedom, you're certainly beautiful enough to
have a husband by now." She paused, then said, "Cybelahas ason, Brasidas..."



"No! Thank you, Mother, but no."
"Y ou haven't even met the boy. How do you know—"

"I happen to like working for Kyros. Brasidas isthe son of a carpet weaver. I'm sure a carpet weaver
would not be happy to have awife who goes off for months at atime carrying messages. .."

"He's Greek—"

"Heisthree years younger than | am. He used to pick hisnose and try to wipe his hands off on the other
kids"

"That was years ago! He's grown up into a perfectly nice young man—"
"Mother—"

"—and you had some nasty enough habitsasachild!"

"I'mleaving infour days" | said.

"For how long?'

"l don't know, exactly. A long time."

Something in my tone of voice made her sink back down in her chair. "Where is Kyros sending you
now?"' Her voice was shaking.

| sat down quietly beside her. "I'm going to infiltrate the bandits" | said. "Kyrosis going to have me pose
asadaveof one of hisfriends and pretend to escape.”

"But—you're haf Greek!"

"So are agood quarter of the davesin the cities. Apparently the Alashi don't care.”
"Lauria, this sounds dangeroud "

"My jobisawaysdangerous,” | said, exasperated.

"Thiswasdl Kyrossidea?'

"No," | said. "l think the idea might have been suggested by asorceress.” At my mother'slook of darm, |
hastily added, "Kyros wouldn't send me off to certain doom! The Alashi are going to have no ideathat

I'm anything but an escaped dave."

"Butto pose asadave..." My mother looked oddly distant for amoment, then examined mewith a
critical eye. "Y ou carry yoursdlf as afree woman, not someone who fears being beaten. Y ou don't have
the reserve, the shyness, the dyness. Anyonelooking at you would know you werent adave."

| laughed. "Mother, the guards at the Elpisagate siop me every time | leave the city! Clearly not
everyone knowsI'm afree woman. They look at me and see my Danibeki mother, not my Greek father."

"The Greeks seethat. A dave would know. Any dave would know."

"It'snot redly Sophossdaves| havetofodl, isit? It'sthe Alashi. Staying with Sophosisjust to give mea
cover story, somewhere to escape from."



My mother shook her heed, till horrified. ™Y ou'reredly set on doing this?"
| rolled my eyes. "Yes, I'mredly 'set’ on doing this."

"Well, adave wouldn't stand like you're standing.”

"How am | ganding?'

My mother stood up, then sighed as she looked me over. "Imagine a point at the center of your body,
and try to disgppear into it." She nudged my back, my shoulders, my hips. Then she demonstrated: "Like
this." Her armswere pressed to her sides, her head dightly bent. ™Y ou don't want to be noticed. Being
noticed meansthat you'l probably just get into trouble.”

"Did getting noticed get you in trouble? | thought you were freed because your master's wife 'noticed
you."

My mother's eyes narrowed. "Fine," she said. "If you don't want my advice, you don't haveto ligento it."
She sat back down and picked up some mending from abasket by her chair.

| bit my lip, wishing I'd just kept my mouth shut. My mother's advice would dmost certainly be useful,
but | hated to ask her for it. Findly | bit down on my pride and asked, "Isthis better?"

My mother looked up from her mending. "Oh perfect,” she said. "I'm sure whatever you do isjust right.
Why don't you ask Kyros anyway? He's the one who thought thiswould be agood idea.”

| clenched my teeth, trying not to spit out any of the dozen bitter rgjoinders that had occurred to me. My
mother bit off the thread and tucked her needle into aleather case. "Would you like a cup of tea,

daling?'
"No. Thank you."

"Ohwidll. I'll have one mysdlf, | think." She had alittle brazier in the corner of her room, and poked at it
to perk thefire up abit, setting on her kettle. " So. Other than rides to Daphnia and impersonating adave,
what have you been up to?'

"Not much,” | muttered.
"Kyros keeps you so busy? Y ou never have timeto have fun?'
"l ride Zhade."

"Ah." My mother poked at thefire again. "Now, Cybelas daughter Daphnis, she'staken up the
three-gtringed Iute. Cybela has invited me over to hear her play sometimes.”

"How lovely." | had meant to sound sincere, but | knew as soon as the words were out that | sounded
anything but.

"Well." She dammed the poker down. "Maybe spending some time pretending to be adave will teach
you some manners. Will your 'master’ beat you if he thinks you're being insolent?

"He'd better not."
"And that isprecisdly the attitude that will tell the davesthat you are not redly one of them.”

| had abad fedling that shewasright, but | didn't want to admit it. "I'd better go."



"So soon?' In aningant, my mother had gone from cold outrage to placating clinginess. "But you aren't
leaving for four daydl"

"I have preparationsto make." | stooped to kiss her cheek.

My mother returned my kiss and then grabbed the collar of my shirt, holding me closeto her for a
moment. "Come back tomorrow. I'll show you how to move and spesk like adave. Thisisnot the sort
of thing that you can learn from Kyros. And |—" Her voicefdtered. "l am afraid of the consequencesiif
youfal."

"Dontworry," | said, and she released me. "Good-bye."

| first met Kyroswhen | was eleven. | had gone out furious after afight with my mother; as| grew into a
woman, her frantic desire to shape me into the beautiful, graceful daughter she wanted had become an
ongoing feud between us. | had decided to go for awalk outside the city and had jumped thewall. I'd
done this hundreds, maybe thousands of times by then, but that day a guard was passing by and grabbed
me, mistaking me for an escaping dave.

He dragged me before his commander, who demanded that | identify my magter. | told him | was no
one'sdave, and bit the guard holding me. Attacking aguard was aterribly stupid thing to do; it could
have gotten me killed. But Kyros stopped by the guard post just as the commander was deciding how to
ded with me, and when | named my mother and told him where| lived, hetold the guardsthat | was
telling the truth and ordered them to let me go. Then he walked me back to my mother's house: "To keep
you from getting into any more trouble," he said.

He asked me how old | was, and some other questions about mysdlf. | told him about my mother, my
friends, how | didn't want to grow up if it meant Stting insde al the time embroidering and trying to look
pretty, like my mother. He listened sympathetically, and when we reached my mother's house, he made
her aproposition. | was clearly unsuited to the demure future my mother wanted for me; | wasthe terror
of the neighborhood, regularly jumped the city wall to explore the desert hills beyond, and bit guards. But
| would be suited quite well, he said, for ajob working for him.

"Doing what!" My mother's hands had clenched her gown, listening to him. "She'sonly eeven.”

"She'sonly eleven now. But she could begin to learn the skills shelll need: riding, tracking, observing. In
addition to the soldiers and officersin the garrison, | employ anumber of people as assistants. They keep
my books, or records of my meetings. They carry messages and return with observations. They find and
return lost property.”

"Why do you need assistants?' my mother asked. "How many officers report to you?"

"Well, | prefer not to send out soldiers or officers on persond errands, firgt of dl,” Kyrossaid. "And
when | need to know what's going on at a distant garrison, it's nice to get thisinformation from someone
who worksonly for me."

"This sounds dangerous,” my mother muttered.

It sounded exciting to me. I'm not sure if my mother would have refused Kyros anyway, but when she
saw thelook on my face, she gavein. | knocked on Kyross door the next morning and began my
traning.

| didn't knock on the door anymore when | reached Kyros's compound; | strode in wearily, nodding



absently at the elderly dave who watched the door. "Kyros was looking for you," he said.
"l wasvisting my mother."
"He said hed like you to come see him when you returned.”

| nodded and headed to Kyros's office. One of his other assistants, the one who kept his books and his
schedule, leapt to hisfeet to tell Kyrosthat | had arrived. When | reached his office, Kyros stood behind
his desk, waiting for me.

"I heard you had another run-in with the gate guards,” he said. My eyes widened, and he added, "Myron
told me, of course." He shook hishead. "1 wish you'd bring problemslike this to me; when the gate
guards hasse one of my adjutants, it'saproblem for me aswell asyou. Redly, Lauria, you can trust me."

"l dotrust you," | said.

"I wish you'd trust meto know that thisisa problem, and not tale-bearing.” There was another rustle
from the secretary in the hall, and Alex and Thales, the two soldiers who'd hassed me on my way out to
find Alibek, strodein, looking alittle confused.

"Names?' Kyros demanded.

The two men mumbled their names. Kyros pointed at me and said, "Right. | want you to remember this
woman's face from now on. Lauriaworksfor me. She carries my ring, she carriesmy scroll, and she
cariesasword | gave her. If | hear again that you delayed her on an errand, I'll have you reassigned
somewhere even colder.” It was hard to imagine cold weather on abrilliant spring day like this one, but
the winters were hitter, and by far the worst complaint among the soldiers who'd come up from Persiaor
Greece.

"Am| very, very clear?' Kyrossaid.
"Yes, ar." The men spoke together.

"Good. You can go." Wewaited until they'd gone back out, then Kyros gestured for meto sit and
offered me ahoney cake. "I hope they won't trouble you again.”

| shook my head, my mouth full. When | could talk again, | said, "It'll be some other set of soldierswho
can't tdl mefrom arunaway dave."

"Widll, if we haveto haul the garrison in heretwo at atime, I'll doit. But tell me next time!”
"l will," | said, and left with alight heart.

. didn't visit my mother again before | left. But | did take sometime during my days of leisure to watch
the daves. | wanted to spend some time in the stables with Zhade anyway. | wouldn't be able to take her
with me, and that rankled; she was a beautiful bay mare with aflowing black mane and tail. Kyros had
given her to meto train, and while she was agentle horse that would let admost anyoneride her, she
made it clear that she liked me best. The stable hands would take good care of her in my absence, but |
wanted her coat to shine like polished brass before | [eft.

| had concluded that it made the most sense to have me pose as a stable hand. | knew horses and had
donedl the skilled work at one time or another. The unskilled work, | thought, would be easy enough to



do. But my mother'swords ate at me, and so | hid behind the currycomb and brushes and watched the
stable hands at their work.

Kyros kept agood-sized stable. He needed horses for himsalf and for hisfamily; he had awhite mare
that hiswiferode, and lovely little poniesfor hisyounger children. Zhade was my horse; Myron aso had
ahorse, asdid Kyross other retainers, and there were spare mounts for use in need.

There were ten stable hands altogether. The stables were overseen by an older male dave, agrizzled old
man who was stooped and bad tempered. Of the remaining nine, most were boys or men, but there was
onegirl, about eleven years old, with short hair and afleeting, nervous smile. The daves moved quickly
and very quietly; thegirl, in particular, had away of dmaost diding right out of my sight. Most avoided my
eyes, and after awhile | thought | knew what my mother meant, about trying to disappear, though |
wasn't sure | could actualy imitate it. Besides, even if | knew how daves acted around me, that didn't
mean | knew how daves acted around each other .

Even if | go back to my mother, | thought, watching the stable girl carrying in buckets of water for the
horsesto drink, there's too much to learn, and too little time. And I'm not as strong as the slaves,
physically, at least not in the same ways. | don't have the right muscles, | don't have callusesin the
right places, | wouldn't be able to shovel horse shit like I'd shoveled it all my life. I'm going to
haveto tell Kyros| really can't do this.

| should have felt relief at that decision, but instead | felt foreboding. Kyras, | thought, would not accept |
can't do this asan answer. And neither would the sorceress.

On the morning of the fourth day, | went early to see Kyros, and found Sophos already there. The
sorceress, | wasrelieved to see, had not returned. Sophos was laughing at some joke when | entered, his
hands splayed out againgt hisknees. He had ringson all of hisfingers except for histhumbs, and a heavy
gold chain around his neck. Though technically he and Kyros were equas, he had only one spell-chain.
His robes were crigp white cotton and he wore asmall, colorful hat on the crown of hishead. "Ah! This
must be Lauria," he said, quite enthusiastically, and looked me up and down asif | redly wereadave girl
he was purchasing.

"Good morning, Kyros. Sophos.” | hesitated, then added, "Kyros, | was hoping to speak with you aone
for amoment.”

"That'sfine, Lauria," he said, gesturing for meto pull up achair. "Let'sjust go over somelogigticsfirg.”
"That'sjustit.” | lowered my voice. "l redly, really don't think | can do this"

"l see." Kyros shot Sophos a quick look, and Sophos nodded, stood up, and stepped out, hissmile
never wavering. "What'swrong?' he asked when Sophos was gone.

"l visted my mother, asyou suggested. She... used to beadave hersdf.” | felt terribly uncomfortable
talking about this, though of course Kyros did know; I'd mentioned it before. And any fregborn Danibeki
was descended from someone who'd been adave—agrandparent, if not aparent. "She didn't think |
could pass; she said any davelooking at me would know that | wasn't one of them. And so I've spent the
last few days observing daves, and | think my mother isright. | don't think | can pull it off."

"Which daveswere you watching?' Kyros asked.

"The stable hands,” | said. "I'd figured it would make the most sense to have me pose as astable hand.”



He broke into a smile and he leaned back in his chair, pouring aglass of teaand handing it to me. "Oh,
Lauria | truly don't deserve a servant like you. Y ou are so—here, take ahoney cake." He offered me a
plate. "Taketwo. You, anong al the people who offer metheir service, never missathing. So many
people would have spent the last four days deeping, or drinking teawith their friends, or riding. You
Spent it observing, so that you could be the best, most believable dave you could possibly be. And now,
of course, you're convinced that you won't measure up.

"Well, first of al, you need to remember that the daves at Sophoss household will not be watching you in
the way that you were watching my davesthese past few days. They will have other thingsto do, tasks
and jobs, and while you will be anovelty, you won't be their focus. And none are the trained observer
that you are. They may know that something's off about you, but it will never occur to them that youre a
free Danibeki who's posing asadaveto run off and join the Alashi. And remember, it'sthe Alashi that
we need to foal, ultimately. Redlly, part of the point of having you pose asadaveisjust what your
mother pointed out—you don't act like adave, look likeadave. A few weeks pretending to beadave
in Sophos's house will give you the chance to practice precisaly those skills on people who don't matter.

"But in any case—well, here we get to the logistics. Why don't | bring Sophos back in?' He got up to
open the door; Sophos must have been standing about just outside, because he came right back, sill
wearing hisingratiating smile. Kyros poured more teafor Sophos and offered each of us another honey
cake. "You're quiteright, Lauria, that you know far more about horses than you'd know about working
in, say, akitchen. The story will be that you were my stable hand, but you caught Sophoss eye and he
bought you for his harem.”

"For his harem?'

"No onewould believe that I'd buy such alovely young woman to work in my stables.” Sophos lifted his
glassof teain abrief toast; his eyes sparkled.

"Thiswill explain many of the apparent inconsistencies about you," Kyros said. ™Y ou won't be expected
to know how to act as a harem dave, because you used to work in astable. If he actualy put you to
work in his stable, you would be spotted fast as afake of some kind—you smply don't have the raw
physica strength you'd get from hauling water and horse feed al day. But the harem daveswon't know
that. They'll seethat you're strong, callused, and sunburned; you won't be shoveling horse manure, so
they won't seethat it's not natural for you. Any strange behavior can probably be passed off asthe result
of having come from another city and another position.”

My stomach hurt. "Just how far would this pretense go? | won't have to deep with Sophos or any of his
gueds, right?"

Sophos laughed, though I'd addressed Kyros. "No one will lay ahand onyou,” he said. "If anyone does,
I'll cut it off myself.” | found mysdlf curioudy unreassured. "1t will bealittle unusud for aharem daveto
be totaly off-limits. The story that will be circulated isthat you're avirgin, and that I've reserved the
privilege of your blood for an honored guest who's not expected for afew weeks."

| gripped my teain one hand and knew that my cheeks were flaming. Sophos turned to Kyros. "'l think
shell dofine™

Kyros caught my eye and gave me asympathetic look; | dmast thought he understood, really
understood, how very uncomfortable | waswith dl of this.

"How long will | need to Stay there?' | asked.

"I think two weekswill be enoughtime," Kyrossad.



"Plusthe three daysto ride back, of course,”" Sophos said.
| nodded. My mouth had gone very dry.

"Go make sure Zhade is settled, take care of any other last-minute errands, and return to my office after
dark," Kyrossaid. "WEell transfer you to Sophos's entourage then."”

Before visting Zhade, | decided to visit the Temple of Athena. | wasn't particularly devout, but | made
occasond vists anyway, mostly out of avague feding that it couldn't hurt and might even help. The
temple was near the center of town, anewer building, very pretty. The street outside was crammed full of
vendors sdlling honey and other itemsto offer up. Alexander's Temple was around the corner, so | could
hear the din of animals being sold for sacrifice quite close by. | bought ajar of honey and carried it in,
laying it down in front of the dtar.

It was a busy afternoon, with other supplicants and worshippers going in and out. Most were

fema e—men tended to worship Alexander. | paused to meditate for afew minutes and articulate my
request. Let my mission be successful . No, best to be specific: Let me accomplish my mission and
return in triumph. And then, my vague, nagging worry: Let me accomplish my mission and return
alive and unhurt.

As| gazed absently at the dtar, | saw a sudden movement out of the corner of my eye and swung around
to see an acolyte ssomping on something. " Sorry," she whispered gpol ogetically when she saw that sheld
disturbed me. "Spider."

| nodded. | could see why she was so disturbed.

The Alashi worshipped Arachne, the spider-goddess, who had been cursed by Athena hersdf for her
false pridein her weaving. They aso worshipped Prometheus, the fire-bringer, but at least he didn't send
his avatarsto creep into Alexander's Temple... | tried to focus on the dtar again, but my prayer was
done; | went back out into the street.

| spent the rest of the day with Zhade, first taking her out to the hillsfor agallop, then bringing her back
to the stable to feed and groom her. The stable girl wasthere, quietly grooming one of the ponies. She
was even dirtier than usud, and she shrank even farther into the shadows when she redlized that | was
looking at her. | turned self-conscioudly back to Zhade.

"Laurid" It was Myron, coming into get hisown horse. "I heard arumor you'd beleaving for awhile.

"Yeah." | looked up, resting my brush on Zhade, trying to makeit clear that hed interrupted mein the
middle of something.

But Myron just leaned back against astable box, obliviousto my irritation. "So! Wher€'s the old man
sending you?'

"You'd better ask Kyrosif you really want to know." | wasn't sure how much Myron knew about my
mission, but | couldn't imagine the details were public.

"Oh, Lauria. You'rethe best of all of us, you know?' He capped that with a patronizing laugh and went
to get hishorse. "I'm off to Daphniawith another message for that sorceress.”

| forced asmile, trying to suppress the jealousy that rosein my throat. 1'd enjoyed that last trip.

"I'll be glad to be back and done with that. Just between you and me, the Sisterhood makes me nervous.
They dways give you that |ook, like they're toying with the idea of having their pet agriko pick you up



and dangle you upside down over ahigh balcony. It'sjust to see us squirm, but ill.”

That wasn't quite how 1'd have described the sorceress's dark-eyed stare, but | still knew what he meant.
| bit my lip and turned my eyes back to Zhade. "Have alovdy trip, Myron."

"Bye, then! I'll see you when | get back, or when you get back, or... sometime." He laughed some more
and led his horse out of the stable. Asthe door swung shut behind him, the stable girl appeared from the
shadows again and slently continued grooming the pony.

| returned to Kyross study just after sundown. Sophos had clothes for me to change into: athin robe of
sheer cotton, with alight cloak of gray wool to drape over it. Sandasfor my feet. | sat down to pull my
boots off, and the two men stepped out while | changed my clothes. Nights are cold in the desert, and
the temperature wasfalling fast; | shivered in the sheer cotton and hugged the wool cloak close around
me. When they returned, by lantern-light, Sophos and Kyros examined the effect.

"I'll have her cleaned up and prettied up back home," Sophos said to Kyros. "'If were claiming she used
to work in the stables, there's no reason she needsto look like a concubine now."

"True enough,” Kyros said. "Aslong as you think people will believe she might have caught your eye."

"Oh, that'sagiven." Sophos bowed dightly toward me before addressing Kyrosagain: ™Y our assistant
redly isquite atractive.”

Kyros glanced at me and smiled alittle ruefully a my expression. "Two weeks," hesaid. "That'sdl. Then
you'll be off to see the bandits”

"What if they won't take mein?"'
"Then leave and come back here"
"Across the desert?"

"Y ou are the most resourceful person I've ever met, Lauria. If you can't do it, no one can. Besides, I'll
send an agriko to look in on you."

"But I'll fill be donemos of thetime."

"Lauria" Kyrossvoicewas serious. "Thisisn't like you. Normaly you're so pleased to go out on
assgnment. ™

Normally | didn't haveto pretend that I'd just been sold asadave.

"I have alot of confidence that you can do this, Lauria," Kyros added. "So does Ligeia, the sorceress
you met the other day. But if you think we're wrong, if you want to stay here, | won't force you. Say the
word, and I'll send someone else”

| bit my lip, thinking of Myron. Myron couldn't do this; he was Greek. | was the best one for the job. |
might even bethe only onefor thejob. "I'll go," | said, forcing resolve into my voice.

Kyros smiled, hiswhole face warming with histrust inme. "Thank you," he said, and clagped my elbow.

Kyrosrose, and Sophos did, too. Then Sophos snapped something cold around my left wrist, and |
jerked away in horror before | could catch mysdlf. “What are you doing?'

Sphos held out the length of chain, dmost apologeticaly. A new davewould ridein chains, of course.



I'm sorry, should | have brought this up earlier?' He was addressing Kyros again. "The rest of my
household will not be privy to these arrangements. Shelll need to start posing asadave right away."

Kyroshit hislip and jerked hishead, asif to say, Talk to her—not me. Sophos turned and held up the
other end of the chain, rdluctantly meeting my eyes. "May 7'

"I am not adave, Sophos. | am Kyross freeborn assi stant—his willing servant. Y ou may not forget that
fact"

Sophos bowed dightly. "Please understand that | will have to spesk to you asif you are adave when we
are near other people. But | will not forget again, my lady."

Two weeks, | told mysdf. Trembling, I held out my right hand, and he snapped the manacle around it.
Hugging my thin cloak around mysdif, | followed Sophos out to the wagon that waited by the door of the
compound.

CHAPTER TWO

| had traveled by wagon before, but everything seemed different when | wastraveling asadave. In part,
thiswas smply because it was so much more uncomfortable. The wagon bounced and jolted over the
rutsin the road. The manacles bruised my wrists and, after particularly hard jolts, the chainswould
sometimes dap down and bruise my legs. Asthe purported owner of anewly acquired concubine,
Sophos was able to take at least asmall concern for my flesh; he had tossed a pillow down for meto sit
on. But it did little to make me more comfortable.

Sophos's entourage was not large. He was accompanied by afew guardsmen and one other household
dave, atrusted servant who traveled untethered. Conversation was minimal. At midmorning on the first
day, when we stopped to rest, the other dave took my chainsin hand like aleash and escorted me a
short distance from the wagon to dlow meto reieve mysdf. The dave was an older man; Sophos had
brought no women with him on thetrip, | redlized, and | would have to be escorted to relieve mysdif,
every time, for therest of thetrip. | clutched my cotton shift as closdly around mysdlf as| could without
soilingit. | glanced a my escort, expecting that held at least be pretending to look off into the distance,
but instead he was looking me over with afaint leer. | finished my business as quickly as| could and
straightened up. "Did you get agood look?" | hissed as he started back to the wagon.

Hejerked on my chainsto make mefal to my knees, and dapped my face hard enough to make my ears
ring for amoment. "Keep your tongue behind your teeth, lamb, or you'l regret it."

"Elubai!™ Sophos snapped from the wagon. "I didn't give you leave to discipline her. Hands off."

Muitering to himsdf, Elubal jerked the chains again, but | was expecting it thistime and managed not to
fal. | climbed back up to the wagon, rubbing my cheek with my fist and trying to hold back tears. This
wasn't what | agreed to. Sophos didn't look back at me, merely signaled for the wagon to start up
again. Still, my mother in atemper had dapped me harder than this, on occasion. | tried to straighten my
shoulders—then, remembering, tried to Snk into myself.

Helladiawas on the other side of the hills, one of the last outposts before the open steppe; there were
mines and military garrisons dotted throughout the hills, and Helladia existed to provide asupply point
and communication center for those garrisons. The road to Helladia couldn't go straight up and over the
hills; they were much too high and steep for that. Instead, the road cut acrossthe hill at an angle, climbing



much more dowly, then reversed its course. It was the only way that horses could possibly pull awagon
up, but it made our progress seem terribly dow.

The hillswere adusky green from the spring rain, with the red-gold of the soil showing through the
leaves. Aswe crested the firgt hill and looked beyond, they darkened to gray and brown, but | couldn't
tell if it was dryness or distance that made them look that way. | saw animals, occasionally—sheep,
godts, cattle, and horses—with their keepers. | could sometimes hear their lowing along way off. Elubai
was not one for talking; neither was Sophas, nor the guards.

Undistracted by conversation, | spent most of the trip worrying about dl the many things that could go
wrong. | could die of thirst on my way across the desert; | could be caught and murdered by one of the
gangs of non-Alashi banditsthat preyed on Greek and Danibek dike; the Alashi could refuseto trust me.
| tried to focus my thoughts on contingency plansinstead of mere worry. If the Alashi leaders said, "We
are certain you are not adave—you must be a spy," what would | say to that? How would | know |
was close to acamp of deserter bandits, and how would | avoid them? If | encountered them, what
would | say to buy time while | watched for the opportunity to escape? Asirrationd as| knew it was,
though, my grestest fear was that Sophos would betray me and Kyros, and | would somehow find myself
adaveforever, subject to nasty old men like Elubai. If that happens, I'll run, | told mysdf firmly. Back
to Kyros, who would never betray me. | had tracked six daves through the hills outside of Elpisa
Certainly | could evade atracker mysdlf.

Partway across the hills, we stopped a amine.

Fromwhat | could catch from listening, Sophos was a part-owner. These hills at the edge of Greek
territory were full of vauable minerds; thisminewas extracting iron. | could fed it before | could see or
hear it: outsde the digging pits, there was afurnace to purify the iron before it was sent on down to the
Greek citiesto be forged into weapons. | felt its pulsing heat as we approached. The mine shafts went
into the sde of one of the hills, and then down. There was a system of whedls and pulleysto draw up the
heavy ore that had been dug out of the ground, and daves used whedlbarrowsto carry it from the mouths
of the shafts over to the furnace.

"Sophos!" The overseer strode over to our wagon and clapped my escort on the shoulder. "What a
wonderful surprise. Give me an hour and I'll have an excdlent lunch for you. Areyou staying long?”’

Very enthusiastic, | thought. But he'sforcing it. | glanced away. Kyroswould hardly care whether the
overseer of Sophoss mine was genuinely happy to see him, and | didn't work for Sophos. Besides, if
Sophos couldn't guess that the man was feigning hiswelcome, hewas anidiot.

Sophos climbed down from the wagon, returning the man's enthusiastic greeting with areserve of his
own, and they walked off together, presumably to find the promised lunch. My ssomach growled. Elubai
had the horses pull the wagon over to a shady spot, agood distance away from the heeat of the furnace.
Hefolded ablanket, lay down with his head against it, and took a nap.

| watched the daves. The mine was not heavily guarded, and the area where they worked was not
surrounded by awall. Y et few looked like they'd have the energy to run away, even if they had the
opportunity. All were coated with alayer of dust and soot; it was hard to tell whether a particular dave
wasmale or femae, young or old. They all moved like old men, but | suspected that none were over

thirty.

The daves here didn't try to disappear the way some of Kyross daveshad. They smply put onefoot in
front of the other, dragging loads of ore back and forth from the top of the mine shaft over to the furnace.
Oneteam of daves seemed to bein charge of cranking agiant whed that brought up loads of ore. They



would crank up abarrdl, and then other daves caught it and emptied it into a series of wheelbarrows;
then they swung it back over the mine shaft and the daves working the whed let it dide back down. A
few minutes of rest, presumably while the barrel was|oaded, and then they began to crank it up again.

It occurred to me that there must be daves down at the bottom of the shaft—quite afew, in fact.
Working by torchlight, even though it was broad day, to dig iron out of the hillside and load it into that
barrel.

| wondered how extensive the workings were.

When the sun was directly overhead, one of the guards blew a small horn, and the daves put down their
loads and went over to stand in the shade. From one of thelittle stone buildings in the shade of the hill, a
handful of much older daves brought out bread, cheese, and waterskins, usng some of the same
whedlbarrows that were used to move the iron around. The daveslined up to receive their lunch, then sat
downto eat it. | wondered if the deep mine daves would come up for lunch, but no, othersloaded the
food into the barrel and sent it down to the bottom of the shaft. Elubai had woken when the horn blew;
he took bread and cheese out from the bottom of the wagon and passed it around to me and Sophos's
daves.

| should try to think of them as Sophos's other daves, | thought. If I'm supposed to try to pass
myself off as one of them. | glanced over at the mine daves again. They'd finished their food and were
dowly getting up. It took me afew minutes of watching to redize that they'd switched tasks, the daves
who'd previoudly been turning the whed were now pushing whedlbarrows, and the daveswho'd been
pushing wheelbarrows were on the whed.

Elubal was drinking from the waterskin, and he followed my gaze. Turning back, he gave meadow
wink. "Behave yoursdf well for Sophos," he said. "I don't know what Kyros does with sulky, lazy daves,
but Sophos sendsthem to work in hismine." He paused to let thissink in, and took another swallow of
water. "Seethat one?" he said, and pointed to one of the daves pushing the whedlbarrow. "Shewasin
the harem. I'm not sure what she did, but it must've been bad. So now shélll dig iron until she dies.”

| shivered, even though | knew this could not happen to me. But something of that thought must have
showed on my face, because Elubai chuckled alittle and said, "Don't count on your pretty faceto save
you, ether. Shewas beautiful, too, once." | lowered my eyes at that point, and Elubai lay down again for
another nap.

| watched the former harem dave for awhile. Now that | knew shewasfemale, | could seethe faint
curve of abreast under her filthy shirt. And she was not that old. | wondered what she'd done.
Disobeyed Sophos? Mistreated one of his guests? It must have been bad, for him to send her here. At
leadt, it had probably been bad. Kyros had sold a dave to amine owner once. It had been one of the
men who'd run away. I'd tracked him down and brought him back. Hed madeit even lessfar than
Alibek.

It was midafternoon by the time Sophos came back out, flushed and allittle drunk and roaring with
companionable laughter as the overseer said something | couldn't hear. He climbed back into the wagon
and settled himsdlf in. | watched to seeif helooked at hisold dave, but he gave her no special regard.
She a'so made no attempt to attract his attention; either sheld given up hope that held take her back to his
harem, or she preferred the mine. Elubai chirruped to the horses, and we continued on.

We reached Helladialate the following morning. It was a desol ate outpost, far enough from any river that
it had to depend on wells. Water had to be conserved much more carefully here than in Elpisa Thetown
congsted of amilitary garrison and the sort of businesses that provided supplies and servicesto mines



and the outlying garrisons. whedwrights, blacksmiths, wegponsmiths, boot makers. It was smdl and
miserable looking; we could see nothing until we were dmost upon it. The soldiers at the gate greeted
Sophos without interest or aarm, and we proceeded on to hishouse. It was by far the largest house |
saw in Helladia

Someone must have been watching for us, because the courtyard of Sophos's house was swarming with
activity aswe came in. Stable boys came to unhitch the wagon and take the horsesto the stables; a
pretty boy dave brought Sophos acup of wineto refresh himself. Sophosswife and children came out to
greet him with akiss. Hiswifewas cadm and matronly in crisp cloud-white linen; hischildren lined upin
an orderly row to greet their father. An older Danibeki woman with a pockmarked face waited afew
steps behind them, and at Sophoss signa, she brought over aset of keysto unlock my chains. | rubbed
my wrists and stretched my hands; | noticed Sophos give hiswife an dmost gpologetic look and atiny
ghrug, and he said to the pockmarked woman, "Boradai, thisis Lauria. Have her bathed and dressed and
sent to the harem. Make sure no one touches her; shesavirgin, and I'm going to save her as a present
for Alcaeus when hevistsin amonth'stime. Oh, and—" He gave Boradai awink. "Bekind to the child,
or I'll have your head. Would you believe that Kyros had her working in the stables? Don't expect her to
know the socid graces of aconcubine yet, though | think shell be aquick study.”

Boradai gave me anudge, and | followed her into the house, up a staircase, down ahalway, and up
another staircase. Sophos's house looked much like Kyros's, but with better furniture and nicer rugs. The
door at the very top was shut. Boradai rested her hand briefly on the latch and turned to me. " Sophos
paid for avirgin. Stay away from the boys, and do asyou'retold. If you aren't pure when your time
comes, not only will | flay the skin from your body, but every other dave in the harem will be flogged and
the boy you dept with will be cagtrated.” With that, she swung open the door, and | stepped into
Sophos's harem.

Sophos kept his concubines, mae and female together, in asingle large room on the third floor of his
house. There were large windows at each end, to admit light and air. The concubines lived comfortable
lives, for daves; the floor was covered in soft Danibeki rugs and cushions, and everyone gppeared to be
well fed. There were twelve harem daves, not counting Boradal or mysdlf; sx mae and sx femae. When
| camein, one of the young men was playing adombra, astringed Danibeki instrument; afew others
were reclined on cushionsto listen. Two of the young women were working on atapestry, and onewas
taking anap.

The room had falen to adight hush aswed comein, but Boradai clapped her hands anyway, asif she
needed their attention. "Tamar," she said. The napping girl sat up. "ThisisLauria Shesnew hereand
hasn't served as a concubine before. The servants will get abath for her; take her down to bathein afew
minutes. | want you to help her." Boradai swept adow, beady eye over everyonethere. "Sheisavirgin.
If anyone despails her before her time, there will be hell to pay.”

My cheeksflamed as every eyein the room turned toward me. Boradai |&ft, banging the door shut
behind her. Tamar stood up dowly. She was much younger than me, and short; her glossy black hair
hung unbound al the way to her compact hips. Her face was quite ordinary, her lipsalittle too thin and
her eyelashes alittle too short, though she had nice white teeth. She wore alight cotton shift, like mine,
and her feet were bare. She squared her shoulders and narrowed her eyes asif she hoped to intimidate
me, despite coming up only to my shoulder. "A virgin," she said with alittle bit of a sneer, and pinched the
muscles of my arm. "However did you manage that?'

"] wasn't aconcubine before."

"What were you?'



"A gable hand." My voice quavered alittle. | had thought my story through in my head ahundred timesin
the last three days, but there was something different about speaking the lies out loud.

The young man who'd been playing the dombralaughed. He set hisinstrument down and stood up. He
was the oldest of the boy concubines; though adolescent and lanky, hisface was till smooth and
unblemished. Fine black hair curled like feathers around his ears; onelock fell forward to brush his
cheekbone. "Shell clean up well enough,” he said.

Tamar closed her hand around my wrist. "That's Jaran,” she said.

Jaran bowed with aflourish; | couldn't tell if he was mocking me or not. | nodded back to him and
everyone laughed; apparently he had been mocking me.

"Come on, well go give you your bath," Tamar muttered, and | followed her back out and down the
dairs.

The bathhouse was asmall stone shack in the courtyard. There was no tub as such; that would have
wasted too much water. One of the other daves had brought afew buckets of water from their cistern.
Tamar started by having me take off my now-filthy cotton shift, and gave me awet cloth to wipe down
my body. | washed my facefird, then my arms and legs, body and feet. Tamar washed my back.
"Where does Kyroslive?' she asked.

"Elpisa" | sad.
"Did you ever get to seethe city?'
"Sometimes. Have you lived anywhere other than Helladia?'

"No. | used to belong to Sophossfriend Androcles. My mother worked in hiskitchen." She wrung out
the cloth. "Sit down. Well need to soak your hands and feet.”

Shefilled two smdll basinswith water, one for my hands, one for my feet, and began to work tangles out
of my hair with ametal comb. On the journey, the wind had whipped it into knots, and my sweat had
mixed with sand to form agticky, gritty mat. Fortunately, it was only shoulder length. | couldn't imagine
trying to comb tangleslike this out of truly long hair, like Tamar's. Tamar dipped the comb into olive ail to
work out the tangles. "How many times did you see Elpisa?’ she asked.

"I don't know. | used to get sent out on errands occasionaly.”

Tamar jerked the comb, ripping atangle out. | clenched my teeth and said nothing. "1've never been sent
onan'errand,' " shesaid.

Probably because they know they can't trust you, | thought. In Elpisia, there were guards & the gate
and peoplein the streets; running away would beimpractical, if not entirely impossible, though
impracticdity hadn't sopped Alibek. "Elpisahasalot of people,” | said. "And awall, and guards. It's not
an easy city to get out of "

Tamar sghed. "Tip your head back."

She poured asharp-smelling oil over my hair and wrapped a cloth around my head. "Ugh,” | said. "That's
not perfume, isit?'

"It'stokill thelicein your hair. Borada hasaterror of lice. I'll wash it out in aminute. Perfume comes
lag."



Tamar checked my feet and hands, some of the ground-in dirt was beginning to come away. "You're
cleaner than I'd have expected for astable girl," she said. "Didn't Kyross horses shit?”

"Sophos paid Kyros extrato have me bathe before we | eft. He said he didn't want to have that smell with
him dl theway back to Helladia"

Tamar smiled alittle, reluctantly. | wasrdlieved to seethat. As short asmy stay was going to be, |
thought it would be easier if | had someone on my side. Shetook one of my hands out of the basin and
scrubbed my skin and nailswith abrush. My fingertips had wrinkled likeraisins. | looked a my clean
hand as Tamar scrubbed the other; the hand of astranger. | lived aworking life. My hands had never
been this clean. Even my skinwasafull shade lighter. | thought of Alibek's soft, unmarked hands and
pushed the image away.

Tamar washed my feet, scrubbing them with abrush, too. Now it wastimefor my hair again. | tipped my
head back, and she poured asmall stream of water over my hair to wet it. She had a bar of harsh soap,
and she scrubbed it into my hair, washing away dirt, oil, sand, sweet, and dead lice. It was a mass of
tangles again when she was done. She rinsed away the soap with alittle more water. "Dry off," she said,
handing me atowd. "WEell go st in the sun while | comb your hair and pick nits."

Tamar led meto an out-of-the-way spot in the courtyard, and pulled up alow stool to sit on. | sat on the
ground. It was clear from her dow, patient work that she wasin no particular hurry to get back up to the
harem. "So youreavirgin."

Of dl thethingsI'd clamed that day, thiswas actually the truth. 1'd had offers occasiondly, usualy
obscene ones from drunken, rude men—some Greek, some Danibeki. Offersthat wouldn't have
interested me even if the men had been attractive, which generdly they were not. Everyone dsein
Kyross household was either my superior, like Kyros, or my inferior, like his Danibeki daves. Myron
wasthe closest to an equal that | saw regularly, and | certainly wasn't interested in deeping with him. I
Nikon had lived, maybe... but he hadn't. | shrugged and then nodded. "Yes," | said.

"Then I'm sure Boradal told you to stay clear of Jaran and the younger boys."

"Shesadif | wasn't pure when my time came, sheld flay me, flog the rest of the concubines, and castrate
the boy."

"Yeah." Tamar raised an eyebrow. "Shell flay me, too, since I'm supposed to be keeping an eye on you.
So don't.”

"Has this happened before?”

"No. But I've seen what happens when Sophos gets angry. Sooner or later you'll seeit, too. Believe me,
you don't want to be the target.”

"Helooksso..." | hesitated. How did davestalk about their masters?
"Hegmilesdl thetime,” Tamar said. "He smileswhen hesangry, too."
"I redlly hope | don't do something wrong,” | said. "I don't know anything about being a concubine.

Tamar shrugged. "Thereisn't much to know. Spread your legs and close your eyes. Or open your mouth.
Though usudly if that'swhat they want, they send for one of the boys." Her voicewasflat. | couldnt tell if
sheintended any humor at dl in what she was saying.

"There must be other things | need to know. Maybe not abouit. .. but about other things."



Tamar laughed out loud a my hesitant speech. "Y ou're so sweet," she said, and her tone was
unquestionably mocking now. "WEell. Y ou've probably guessed that you'd better do as Boradal says.
There'sacertain pecking order in the harem, just as there was in the stables, but who goes where
depends on who you ask, just asin the stables. Y ou're at the bottom, of course, because you're new.”
Sheflicked anitinto asmal cup of water. "l don't know how the stable hands viewed the harem in
Kyraoss household, but here most of the other servantsthink that we've got the easiest job, and that we
make their jobs harder by adding to their work. And we certainly do that. The water for your bath didn't
walk itsdlf to the bathhouse. How did you view Kyross harem, when you were a stable hand?”

"l guess| fdt kind of likeyou'redescribing,” | said, faintly.

Tamar laughed mdicioudy. "Well, lucky you. Now you have the easiest job in the household. No more
shoveling horse shit for you.™

"So what do we do? Other than—the obvious?"

"Sophos has us do the mending, since we can do that without getting dirty. Also, sometimes Sophos has
us dancefor his guests, so we practice our singing and dancing. Jaran plays the dombra, and so do some
of the women. Other than that, we amuse oursalves until called on. We nap during the day, Sncewe're
usualy called onin the evenings. Borada will probably want usto teach you some dancing. I'd just wait
and seg, if | wereyou." She paused. "How old are you anyway?'

"Twenty," | said. "How old areyou?"

"Fourteen," she said. She paused for amoment, the comb resting lightly in my hair. "I haven't beena
virginsnce | wasten."

| wasn't sure what to say to that. Although—as my mother never failed to point out—the vast maority of
women my age were married, | didn't know any who'd married before they started their menses, at
fourteen or fifteen. Although obvioudy Tamar hadn't been married. After ashort silence, Tamar began
combing my hair again.

"How careful do we have to be with water here?" | asked. "We had asmall river that flowed past
Elpisa..."

Tamar laughed alittle—adry chuckle, not afriendly laugh. "That's the biggest reason Sophos doesn't
have his concubines do any rea work. He wants us clean for his pleasure, and that of his guests, and
water isexpensive. It's cheaper to have afew daveswho stay insde dl the time than to have to bathe
them regularly.” She pointed to asmal shelter near the bathhouse. "There's the cistern; wefill it during the
rainy season. Once that runs out, there are wells in town, but Sophos has to pay for that water.”

Tamar's voice dropped. "Of course, our great-grandparents drew water from the Great Rivers.”
"Of course" | said.
"Asthey flowed once, they shdl return,” Tamar whispered.

| didn't know what to say to that, so | said nothing. That turned out to be the wrong thing; Tamar jerked
the comb hard enough to hurt and said, "We worship the djinni here, even if, for now, they are daveslike
us. Not Prometheus and Arachne. And not Athenaand Alexander.”

| knew | needed to bridge that chasm, and fast. | let my throat thicken alittle from my worry and the pain
of my pulled hair and said, "My mother worshipped Arachne. All my mother's people did.”



"Greek gods," Tamar muttered. | didn't say anything; the worshippers of Arachne and Prometheus
whisgpered that, like the ancestors of the Alashi and the Danibeki who escaped to the steppe, their gods
had escaped the Greeks and were now the protectors of any who sought freedom. But | wasn't going to
point that out, not when | was trying not to make Tamar even angrier.

"I've never seen Arachne or Prometheus,”" Tamar said after amoment. "I've never seen Alexander or
Athena"

"Neither havel," | whispered, though of course I'd seen Alexander on histhronein the sky.
"And who hasn't seen adjinn, shimmering in the air, a least once?’
"No one," | whispered.

"So you see? We worship the true ones. Arachne and Prometheus are afantasy. Athena and Alexander
areold stories. We are the friends of the djinni, the only godsthat al know to bered."

| nodded, and that seemed to satisfy Tamar; her hands became gentle again.
A shadow fell over us. "Just how many nitsdid Lauriapick up in the stables?' Boradal asked.

Tamar looked up, her voice becoming flat and dightly frightened. "I wanted to be absolutely sure | wasn't
missing any,” shesaid.

Borada sighed and took the comb; Tamar relinquished the low stool and Boradal took amoment to
examine my scap. "She's clean,” she said. "Take the perfumes and go on back upstairs.”

Tamar fetched some bottles of oil from the bathhouse, her steps as dow as she could get away with; |
followed her back upgtairs. In the harem, we withdrew to a corner and she combed allittle
sweet-amdling oil through my hair. | had never worn perfume, not once, and I found the smell cloying. "If
Boradal gives usalittle warning before you're summoned, be sureto wake meif I'm deeping. I'll do your
hair and put on more perfume.”

| nodded, feding alittle Sick to my stomach, asif thiswas something | redly did haveto dread. | tried to
shakeit off and saw Tamar looking & me alittle curioudy.

"So what do you think of her?"

One of the other women had padded over to our corner. She was beautiful: long lashes, full breasts, and
perfect, white teeth. She was addressing Tamar, not me.

"What do you think of her, Aidan?' Tamar asked, sanding up. She was much shorter than Aidan, and
much younger.

"l think shesugly.” Aidan's gaze svept over me briefly, then returned to Tamar. "Even uglier than you.”

Her irritation made me wonder if | should gpologize—and if so, what | should apologizefor. | felt my
cheeks go red, and lowered my eyes. | might not have anything to fear from Sophos, but the other daves
scared me. | wasn't sure what Aidan could do to meif | gave her cause to be angry—sdap me,
presumably, and possibly beat me more serioudy. Even if shewasn't dlowed to hit me, | had no doubt
that there was plenty she could do to make my life difficult. | bit my lip, wishing | could disappear. | felt
much like | had when | was nine years old and an older girl who lived nearby had refused to talk to me,
on the grounds that | was hdf-caste and had no father.



"Lauria" Aidan'stone was mocking. "Don't you have anything to say for yoursdf?'

| looked up and met her eyes. "What do you expect meto say?| can't help it if you think I'm ugly."
"What kind of nameis'Lauria anyway?"

It was a Greek name. "I don't know," | said.

"And a stable hand." She sniffed the air. "Tamar, | think you needed to give her amore thorough bath.”

"Sorry," Tamar mumbled. "I did the best | could. Maybe you'd like to take her back out and tell Boradai
that you want to redo the job."

Aidan sniffed. " Just keep her well away from me; | don't want to have to smell her stink.” She swept
away. | noticed that shewore agold bracelet with astone set init.

Tamar followed my gaze. "Y es, she'sthe favorite of Sophoss best friend. He vists often, mostly to see
her, and he gave that to her."

"He must be very wedlthy,” | said.

"Or thegem is paste. | haven't ever gotten a close enough look to know.” Tamar's voice was barely
audible, but Aidan shot her avenomous glance anyway, asif shed overheard.

Dinner wasrice and lentils, smple fare with few spices. | had eaten similar meals often enough at Kyross
house, but this was bland, and there wasn't quite enough of it. Aidan served the food; Tamar got less
than Aidan, and | got lessthan Tamar. We ate early, and afterward the other concubines dressed and
prepared to go downgtairs. On Tamar'singtructions, | brushed her hair. There was paint on her face
aready, but some had smeared or worn off, and when it became clear | hadn't the faintest ideawhat to
do with the pots, she took them back with anirritated huff and did it hersdlf, telling me to watch carefully
s0 | could help her next time. A fine white powder lightened her face; she rubbed ared stain into her
cheeks, and painted a darker red onto her lips. With astick that looked like greasy charred wood, she
lined her eyeswith black. There was amirror that Aidan and some of the others used asthey prepared
to go downgtairs, Tamar did not so much asglance at it. As Aidan was adding atouch more of the black
to her eyes, Boradai opened the door and everyone else went downgtairs.

A short time later, afew of them returned: Aidan was missing, and Tamar, but Jaran had returned, ong
with two women whose names | didn't know. The other two women wiped the excess paint off their
faces so they wouldn't get it al over thelinens, then curled up on some of the pillows and went to deep.
Jaran sat down on a cushion and began to strum his dombra, the same sequence of strings, over and over

again.

| carried apillow to the corner where I'd sat with Tamar earlier and lay down, but it was till very early,
and | wastoo keyed up redly to even close my eyes. | sared a the celling and thought, Fourteen days.
Fourteen days. Therepstition fell intime with the tuneless strumming.

Jaran's dombra went suddenly silent, and after amoment | rolled over to look at him. His eyeswere
closed; then they opened and he looked directly at me. "You," he said. His voice was harsh and strained;
his speech wasthick, asif he were very drunk.

| sat up, unnerved. One of the concubines who'd come back and gone to deep turned over and opened
her eyes. "Areyou with us again, Fair One?" she asked.

"You," Jaran said. Hewas till speaking to me.



The hair on the back of my neck stood up as | suddenly realized that he was possessed by arogue
aeriko. Even among the Greeks, possession was not unheard of—but daves would occasional ly seek it
out, inviting the presence of any rogue aeriko that might be nearby. Was Jaran possessed againgt hiswill,
or had heinvited it in? Of course, he probably worshipped them anyway; Tamar had said they dl
worshipped aerika—djinni—and not any of the gods.

The concubine who had woken up rose to her knees, then bowed three times and sat back on her heels.
"Fair One, will theriversreturn?'

"Asthey flowed once, they shdl return.”

"Have you brought us a message?'

Jaran pointed a me, hiseyeswild and cold. "I have brought her amessage."

"Why her?'

"I know who you are," the aeriko insde of Jaran said.

| went very cold. Maybe the agriko did know. What if it knew?

"Areyou afraid I'll tell your secret?" it said. "That would be funny. Whatever would your old master say?"

| bit my lip, aware that the concubine was looking a me with sudden interest. But the aeriko had said my
"master"—it was bluffing, | thought. But then it said, "1 see what the daver in green did not." With afina
short bark of alaugh, Jaran's eyesrolled back in his head, and he sagged to the floor against his dombra

"Wait," the other concubinewailed. "1 didn't get to ask you whether | bear ason thistime, or adaughter!
Oh," she muttered, cast adightly nasty look in my direction, and went to aid Jaran.

The daver in green?| thought of the sorceress, of the glinting eyesthat had searched my face. Wasthat
what the aeriko wastalking about? It's another bluff. "Saver” could be any slaveholder; surely any
slave could think of a Greek who wore green clothes. But | didn't want anyone to start demanding to
know what secret | was hiding. While the others were distracted with Jaran, | went back to Tamar's
corner and feigned deep as quickly as | thought | could get away withit.

| must have dept for awhile, because | woke when Tamar camein. "Thisismy corner,” she whispered
harshly in the darkness. "Y ou need to move." Her face was damp and her breath was thick and rank with
wine

| groped my way to another pillow and heard Tamar settle herself down where I'd been. Her bresth was
alittleragged, withasmall catchinit. As| listened, it evened out, and finally, | thought, shefell adeep. |
could hear someone snoring very loudly on the other Side of the room. As uncomfortable as my trip had
been, | wished that | were back chained to the wagon, under the night sky. Around thetime | started
seeing people's outlinesin the gray twilight of dawn, | fell back to deep.

Tamar had managed to wipe her face amost clean of paint by the time | woke up in the morning. Boradai
had brought up a basket of mending, and al the concubines had threaded needles and were squinting
through deep-bleared eyes at socks and vests and robes that needed repairs.

Tamar dropped adarned sock onto her pile of finished items, and pulled out arobe with abadly worn
edge. She tucked the edge under and began to hem.



"I heard the Fair One cameto chat with you last night,” Tamar said.

| felt my hands grow damp and surreptitioudy wiped them on the vest | was mending. "1 haven't ever
seen adjinn-possession before. Does that happen to Jaran often?”

"Hesashaman," Tamar said. "The Fair Onevigts him often.”

| hoped that next time the Fair One would talk to someone else. "When I've heard of djinn possession
before, there usudly seemed to be an exorcism involved.”

"There was no shaman at Kyross?' Tamar seemed genuinely shocked by this. Acrossthecircle, |
noticed that other women were listening to our conversation, and looking at me. Two whispered to each
other, shooting looks a me asthey conferred. | bit my lip, certain now that someone in Kyross
household was a shaman who talked to the aerika, just as Jaran did.

"I didn't know about one, but my mother worshipped Arachneand so did I," | said. "Maybe he... wasn't
inthe gtables”

"Or she. There are women who are shamans. Jaran thinks | could become one.” Tamar adjusted the
robe she was working on and continued hemming. "Not al the free djinni are friendly. Some are angry
and quite dangerous. The Fair Oneian't like that. She vidits Jaran often, and tels usthings.”

"Likewhat?'

"Well, she dways knows when we're pregnant, and she can tell us early on whether the baby will bea
boy or agirl. A few years ago, one of the boys got very sick and died; the Fair One knew that it was
hopeless, he wasn't going to recover. Sometimes the Fair One carries messages from other households.
She dso vigts the shaman at the household where Jaran grew up, and carries messages from his mother
and brother."

"And she saystheriverswill return.”

"WEéll, of course, Everyone knowstheriverswill be free again someday, just like we will."
| nodded silently, hoping that thiswould close the subject. It didn't.

"Meruert said that the Fair One spoke to you."

"I readly didn't understand what she said. She said she knew my secret, but | don't know what she

"Areyou not redly avirgin?' Tamar asked. She dropped her voice to awhisper and glanced to seeif
Aidan wasligtening. "There are ways to fake the blood, if you haveto. | would have expected Sophosto
check, though, before paying avirgin's price.”

"I redly amavirgin," | said, and stabbed at the vest | was mending, jabbing mysdlf in thefinger. "1 think
shewasjust harassing me. | swear before Promul swear before the djinn, Tamar, | don't know what she
was talking about.”

Tamar shot me adubious ook, then glanced &t the circle of silent women with their eyes on their sewing,
and shrugged. | thought she'd probably want to discussthis later. Aidan strolled over and picked up
Tamar'sfinished mending to inspect it; she flashed another bracelet, this one adender thread of slver
around her wrigt. "How was your night, Tamar?' Her voice was fasely swest.



Tamar looked up a Aidan with undisguised loathing and said nothing.
"You know, if you'd pretend to likeit, hed find someone else. One of the young boys, maybe.”
"Thank you for the advice, Aidan." Tamar's voice wasthick.

Aidan shrugged and looked down to smile at me. "Let thisbe alesson to you, Lauria," she said, flashing
her bracelet again. "'If you act like you're enjoying yourself, you'll get to spend your nights with men who
want to treet you well. If you act like you're hating every minute of it, you'll get to spend your nightswith
men who take pleasure in your pain." She patted me on the cheek and ambled back to drop the mended
socks into the basket.

| glanced at Tamar. Her face was scarlet and her jaw wastight. The stitches of her seam had gone from
tiny and careful to huge and ugly; after amoment shelooked down, bit her lip, and picked out those
ditches. | felt my own anger flare at Aidan. As prickly and inexplicable as she might be, | found mysdlf
liking Tamar much more.

During our evening medl that day, Aidan's face went suddenly gray and she dropped her plate of food.
Her limbs tremored like she was going to have a saizure, but her eyes didn't roll back in her head; they
stayed wide, though unfocused and glazed, asif she were staring at something just five inchesfrom her
nose. Aeriko possession. Thissort of vidtation from an aeriko—a djinn, | reminded mysalf—I

recognized.

"It'sback,” someone murmured. | looked at Tamar; she wastrying to suppress asmile, without much
success. When she saw that | was looking at her, she quickly pushed a bite of food into her mouth and
composed her features.

Everyone else was|ooking at Jaran. He put down his plate of food and rose from his cushion in aquick,
fluid gesture; he crossed the room dowly, hiseyesfixed on Aidan's. "Why are you bothering her?* he
asked in aconversationd tone.

If thedjinn had areply, | couldn't hear it. Jaran shook his head and dowly lowered himself to a crouch,
cupping Aidan's shoulders gently with hisdender hands. ™Y ou know I'll throw you out eventually. Why
don't you just leave her aone?!

Aidan began to drool. Meruert whisked Aidan's plate of unfinished food out of theway and, after a
minute or two, finished it. Jaran shrugged and went back to his own abandoned plate. When Boradai
came up alittlewhilelater to escort the concubines downgtairs, she saw Aidan and turned furioudy to
glare a Jaran. Heinclined his head respectfully. "I'm going to take care of it," he said. "'l needed to finish
my medl first. Exorcismsrequire agreat dedl of strength.”

"And you'll need assistants, no doubt,” Boradai said, her tone acid.

"I'm so glad you understand that.” Jaran glanced around the room and his eyeslit on me. "I don't need the
new one, of course.”

"She can't go down today," Boradai said through clenched teeth. " Since shelll be staying here, she can
take someone elsg's place. Tamar can go down.”

"Oh no, Tamar ismy apprentice,” Jaran said. " She needsto stay here. But..." Helooked around and
shrugged. "With Lauria here, | suppose we could spare Meruert.”

Meruert stood, up quickly to put on cosmetics and perfume, then followed Boradai out the door.



Once they were gone, one of the other women led the unresponsive Aidan to a seat in the corner of the
room. Jaran finished eating, then stood up and stretched. He sat down across from Aidan and began to
strum his dombra, the same two notes over and over, just as he had last night before the visitation from
the aeriko.

There were cabinets dong one of thewalls, and Tamar began to fetch things from them. She brought him
adrawstring bag made of polished leather, and a copper incense burner shaped like astylized sun. A
dozen quill feathers bundled together and tied with thread. A vest covered in twisting vines worked with
bright thread. Jaran shrugged on the vest and resumed strumming. One of the boys it incense and placed
itin the holder, and one of the women untied the feathers and laid them out in front of Jaran. Tamar
brought asmall, covered clay pot down from the cabinet, and then all the concubines sat, arraying
themsalves|oosely around Jaran and Aidan. Tamar gestured to me and | sat down beside her.

Jaran played for what seemed like avery long time, though it may have only seemed likealong time
because of the tedium. Smoke coiled up from the incense burner like adark snake in the air, then broke
and dissipated as a cold night breeze wafted through the room. It smelled musky, like spices mixed with
wet sand. Finaly, Jaran set down his dombra. He uncovered the pot; then he picked up alarge black
feather and lowered it briefly insde. | saw moisture glistening on thetip of the feather; the pot held
something liquid. Very ddicatdly, Jaran took Aidan's hand, and brushed her pam with the moistened
feather.

"Aidanisachild of theriver, the steppe, and the djinni," he said. "Tamar, do you claim her?'
"l do," Tamar said.

"Lauria, doyou clam her?"

| was hardly qualified, but the expected response was pretty clear. "1 do,” | said.

He went around the circle; each woman and boy gave the expected response. When everyone had
gpoken, he dipped the festher into the pot again, and brushed her forehead, cheeks, and lips. "Aidan
belongsto us. Be gone." He pressed the hedl of his hand to her forehead, and for a brief moment, | saw
the shimmer of adjinnintheair, like an auraaround Aidan. A look of strain crossed Jaran'sface and he
sank back on hisheds. Aidan was dtill drooling.

He picked up his dombraand began to strum again. Two notes, faster and faster. Thistime, he dipped
hisfingersinto the water and flicked the water over Aidan's hair before pressing his hand againgt her
head. "Aidan belongsto us. Be gone!” Thistime, there wasn't even the sparkle of the djinn starting to
leave.

Jaran glanced at Tamar; she jumped up and ran to the cabinet, and came back with asmall drum. She sat
down and began to beat a dow, steady rhythm. Jaran stood up and began to dance to the drumbest.
Jaran's dance made methink of abird in flight. He started out with a dow, measured step but began to
whirl as Tamar sped up the beet, his arms outstretched. He grew breathless from exertion; | could see
the sweet beading on hisface. Findly he clasped Aidan's hands and jerked her to her feet, grasping her
facein both hands, his pams on her cheeks. "Aidan belongsto me!" he shouted. "Return to the Silent
Lands, lost one of your kind, and trouble us no more!™

The harem went sllent—a breathless, expectant hush as everyone watched Aidan. For amoment, we dl
saw it: thedjinn, like agolden shimmer in theair, lighting the face of both Aidan and Jaran. Then, like
water draining from afunnd, we saw the djinn dip into Jaran's chest; | could see Jaran'sface, and for a
heartbest, | could seethe djinnin hiseyes, wild and staring and angry. Then it was gone.



Aidan dipped out of Jaran's hands and fell to the floor. Jaran collapsed beside her, exhausted.

After afew more hushed moments, Tamar tenderly covered Jaran with a blanket where he lay, and
dipped apillow under his head. She did the same for Aidan, inamore cursory way, and then began to
pick up theritua implements. The other concubines started to chat in whispersthat dowly became
normal speech. Aidan's eyes were closed; someone checked to make sure she was breathing, then
covered her with ablanket to et her deep where sheld falen. | wasn't sureif | should help pick up the
ritual items, but | trailed Tamar as she put them away. "What'sin the pot?' | asked her.

"River water, from the wet season when theré's water in the old riverbed. One of the yard daves getsit
for us"

"I'm not sure | understand why Jaran needed so many people here.”

Tamar gave me adightly exasperated look. "Well, he doesn't, exactly. But Aidanisafavorite and
Sophos wants to be sure this gets fixed right away, and no one's going to argue with Jaran. Thisway,
none of us had to go downgairs."

"Except for Meruert.”

Tamar shrugged. " She likes going down. One of Sophossfriendslikesto give her things, like Aidan.
Aidan likes going down, too. But she was possessed by the djinn, so too bad for her.”

"It's il pretty early,” | said, as Tamar closed the cabinet where the water pot and feathers were stored.

"If Boradai comes up to bother us, Jaran will tell her that were guarding Aidan to make sure the djinn
doesn't come back.” Tamar shrugged and flopped down on her pillow. "Don't you go telling this to
Boradai or Sophos or anything.”

"Youthink | would?' | gave my voice adight edge.

Tamar shrugged. "No offense, Lauria, but you seem pretty witlessin someways. | figured I'd better tell
you to keep your mouth shut.”

Witless? Well, that was better than "suspicious.” | shrugged and lay down near Tamar, though not in
"her" corner. "'l won't tdl anyone," | said, truthfully enough. | supposed that | shouldn't fed any sort of
alegiance to Tamar and the other concubines, but in truth | was beginning to fed area sympathy for
Tamar. She hated going downgtairs, and if | wereredlly stuck here, | thought | might hate it, too. Besides,
if someone ratted Jaran out, suspicion would naturaly focus on me. That would definitely not be helpful

to my redl god here.

Asthe other women blew out the lamps and we all settled down to deep, | found mysdlf thinking about
Tamar'sangry, dightly drunken face when shed woken me, and her relief tonight at being ableto stay
safely updtars. Againg my will, my thoughtsturned to Alibek. Do you know what they do to me?|
clenched my teeth together and rolled to my side, pulling my covers over my head. Kyroswas a good
man. He was nothing like Sophos. And Alibek. .. Alibek was nothing like Tamar.

Ten days passed. | did my best to maintain a cautious distance between mysdf and the davesin the
harem, knowing that every time| spoke | gave myself away: | wastoo bold, too loud, too ready to meet
Aidan'seyes. | wasinsufficiently frightened and definitely not as hungry as| should be—there was never
quite enough food. And | wastoo old—absurdly old for afairly attractive woman to till beavirgin. |
knew this had attracted some discussion, because | overheard Tamar and Meruert discussing it one



afternoon. "I think perhaps her old owner was her father,” Meruert said. " Some men have specia
scrupleswhen it'stheir own daughter.”

There was dancing practice each afternoon, supervised by Boradai. After giving me afew daysto sttle
into the harem, Boradal had put me through my pacesin front of everyone. She/d had me stand and
mimic Meruert's fluid movementsaswell as| could, sweeping my armsthrough the air, stretching out one
leg and bowing at the waist over it, turning my wristsin agraceful gesture. When weld finished—Meruert
with unruffled grace and me stumbling aong behind—Boradai had Meruert sit down and turned on me
with disgugt. Y ou are worthless as a dancer, with neither grace nor flexibility," she said.

| wasn't exactly raised for this, | thought, but managed to keep the words behind my teeth.

"You'll need agreat deal of work before you'll be able to take your place with the others. Tamar, teach
her the limbering exercises, to begin with. Meruert, well need to excuse you from dancing soon
enough'—her gaze swept disdainfully over Meruert's ill-flat belly—"and you can work with her on
moving gracefully.”

She dlowed meto st down, finaly, and | watched the women of the harem dance. They moved in dow,
choreographed unison. Each move seemed designed to show off a part of their body; they wore shifts
without deeves, leaving their arams bare, and the skirts had adit to expose the line of their leg. Tamar's
face was dways carefully neutral when Boradai was |looking at her, even as Boradai tapped her leg with
adtick, urging her to show abit more of it. | found myself thinking of Aidan’'s comment about how Tamar
attracted men who enjoyed her pain, and my mother's advice about standing asif you wanted to
disappear into yoursdlf. Her advice, | thought, was a double-edged sword. Before Boradai and Aidan, it
was best if | tried to disappear. But were | sent down to dance with the others, to be chosen by one of
Sophoss guestsfor anight of my company... well, for aharem dave to makeit clear that she only
wanted to disappear was to invite attention from precisaly the wrong men. My mother knew that once,
| thought, looking at Aidan—the "favorite'—and thinking of her, alone with her tea, watching the
neighbors from her window. But it's been along time.

Boradai looked me over carefully after the dance lesson, and then took herself out. There was aburst of
dtifled giggles from Meruert and one of the other women. | knew that | was the subject of afair amount
of cynical amusement, even from Tamar, and that everyone was watching me for sgns of dread and fear
when contemplating my appointment with Sophos or the friend he was supposedly giving meto.
Unfortunately, | wasn't sure how much dread | should be trying to show. | certainly had no desireto
deep with Sophos or any of hisfriends. On the other hand, Tamar's open revulsion and dread each
evening were more the exception than the rule among the concubines; while few were pleased to go
downgtairs, as Aidan was, most seemed to seeit as a chore to be completed, the way stable hands might
shovel manure. | figured that someone in my position—in the position | was pretending to be in—would
probably be resigned to her fate.

It wasn't asif sex itsdlf could be that bad. The sorceress I'd visited with the message from Kyros had
been heavily pregnant when | arrived, and 1'd met two older children. No onein his right mind would
force awoman who could summon and bind aerikato do anything she didn't want to do. If al women
found sex as awful as Tamar found it, no sorceresses would have children. Of course, a sorceresswas
likely to have chosen her own husband. Tamar certainly hadn't chosen Sophos as her master. But till. ..

In the early afternoon of my twelfth day in the harem, Boradai came updtairs; | didn't pay alot of
attention until | redlized that her gaze was focused on me. "Lauria," she said. "Sophoswould like you to
attend on him after dinner tonight. Tamar, make Lauriaready."

Tamar and | went back down to the bathhouse. | had seen the way Tamar had looked at me during my



twelve daysin the harem, and | looked to seeif she was smirking now, but she wasn't. In fact, she
avoided my eyes entirely as much as she could, her face distracted. "No lice," she said when sheld
finished checking my hair in the sunshine. "I did agood job on you last time, didn't 17!

"You did avery good job."

"Now for the perfume,” Tamar said. She dipped the comb in oil that turned out to be heavily scented. |
recognized the smell from Alibek. It was heavy and cloying and gave me the sense of an overpowering
sweetness in the back of my throat. | felt vaguely sick to my stomach. | hoped that Tamar would take my
pale face and queasy disinterest in dinner as nervousness, they might be more convincing than my acting.

Tamar dressed mein aclean shift of very sheer whitelinen. | felt exposed, especidly as every concubine
in the harem watched me during dinner. | pushed my plate awvay. "I'm not very hungry,” | muttered.

"L et me get you somewine." Tamar jumped up and brought back alarge metal goblet, filled dmost to the
lip of the cup. | took asip and gagged; the wine had astrange taste, asif it had started to sour. "Drink it,”
Tamar urged. | took another sip, then another, and pushed the cup away. She pushed it back to my lips.
Slowly, | downed most of the cup. | was unsteady when | stood back up—far more unsteady than wine
aonewould have made me, and | redlized that the strange taste had been from something seinthe
wine. Tamar supported my arm, and | cursed mysdlf for not being firmer about pushing it away. The
purpose of this conference would be to get information: to find out when and how, exactly, | wasto
escape. | hoped | wasn't too drunk and drugged to remember my instructions.

We arrived at a closed door of heavy wood. Boradai stood outside. "Hewantsyou to go infirst," she
said to Tamar.

"I'm not prepared—"
"Goon."

Tamar shrugged with false nonchadance and went in, closing the door behind her. She came out only a
few minutes later, looking none the worse for wear. "Go on in," she said to me. "He said he'sready for
you now."

My hands were shaking. | stepped inside and closed the door.
"Drop the bar in place," Sophos caled from the bed. "To make sure we're not interrupted.”
It fell into place with athud.

We werein Sophoss bedchamber. His bed was built on aplatform, piled high with cushions; gauze
drapesto deter insects were pushed casudly to the side. Sophos had been lounging on the bed, but
swung himself off and stood up, offering me achair at the small table off to the side. " Sorry for my casud
dress," hesaid, gesturing at his dressing gown. "Best to keep up the charade for Tamar and Boradal,
though, don't you think?"

"Ohyes" | sad, relieved.
"So. How have things been going?'

"Wel—firg of dl, I'm sorry, but I'm alittle drunk. Tamar insisted.” He nodded with asmile. "It'sbeena
bit tedious. I'll be glad to be on my way to the bandits. | assume that'swhat this meeting isto discuss?

"Of course." Sophos poured himsdlf alittlewine. "Y ou won't mind if | don't offer you any, will you?1



think you've had enough. Y es. Not tonight, not tomorrow night, but the night after isthe night you can be
on your way. | will ensurethat the night guard is dsewhere. Wait until the concubinesare dl adeep. I'm
not having any gueststhat night; someonewill be with me, but I'll keep whoever it is occupied, so you
won't have to worry about anyone returning to the harem in the middle of the night. Just get up and dip
out the door. I'll have sturdy clothes and water hidden right by my front gate, dong with your own
boots—I brought them along from Kyross. Pick up the bundle and head out.”

"And to get out of the city?"

"Just to the east of the gate isa spot that's pretty easy to climb over. Again, I've arranged for the guards
to be away from there. Hopefully there won't be any other davesthat try to escape that night, because
they'll have an easy time of it." Helaughed. | laughed with him.

"Not tonight, not tomorrow night, but the next night,” | said. "Just walk out, pick up supplies, and leave. |
think | can remember that.”

"Good." Sophos drained his cup of wine. "Thereis one other small matter we need to discuss.”
"y e

"Your virginity. Are youinfact avirgin?'

| felt aflush riseto my cheeks. "What doesthat have to do with anything?'

"The other concubines will expect that when you return tonight, you will be avirgin no longer. And an
escaped dave—your age, with your looks—who's avirgin, that would be highly suspiciousto the
bandits."

Hewas looking at my body, not my face; at the places where the sheer fabric clung to my skin. | knew
that my eyes had gone wide, but when | opened my mouth, my voice was quite steedy. "No," | said, "I'm
not actudly avirgin. | had an affair ayear ago with another one of Kyrossaides" Somethingin me
balked at naming Nikon asmy lover, so | added, "A man named Myron."

"Myron. Oh yes. Kyros said you didn't get dong very well with him."

"Yes, well, that affair would be part of why we don't get dong. And | was drunk that night. | probably
would have had the sense not to deep with him if 1'd been sober.”

Sophos nodded. "'I'm going to have to check, of course.”

Check?"Keep your hands off of me," | said sharply, dropping my voice so that we wouldn't be
overheard. "l am afree woman, not one of your daves." Sophos was standing up and moving toward
me; | backed toward the door, cursing the drugged wine for making me so unsteady. "Anyway, you told
everyone you were saving me—for some guest.”

"Y es. But no onein the harem will believe that | called you here tonight and then sent you back
untouched. They believe that you're mine. And they know I'm aman who doesn't liketo wait."

"Y ou said that no one would lay ahand on me. That if anyone did, you'd cut it off."

"So | did." Sophostook my hand. "But things don't dways go as planned. Go lie down on the bed,
Lauria"

My blood turned cold. "No!" | shouted, and jerked my hand away. "Don't you touch me, you dirty



bastard. I'll tell Kyrog!"

"I'm sure you will, when you get back from the bandits. Or sooner, if you want an aeriko to carry the
message. But | don't think you'll run back there right away, and you may redlize later how necessary this
was." Sophos wrapped his hands around my wrists and jerked me toward him.

Even barefoot, drugged, and dressed in see-through gauze, | was not a hel pless ten-year-old kitchen
maid like Tamar. | dammed my forehead into Sophos's nose, which promptly started streaming blood.
When helet go of my wrists, | punched him in the ssomach. Swearing in Greek, Sophos made another
grab for me; | dodged aside, but ssumbled clumsily, and Sophaos punched me in the ssomach, twice. The
first punch knocked me back againgt the wall; the second knocked the breath out of me. In the moment
when | was struggling to gasp, he picked me up and threw me onto the bed.

"I'm going to kill you," | screamed as soon as| had air, no longer caring who heard. " This is not what |
agreed to, you bastard! Y ou pig!" | brought my knee up, aming for histegticles, but he had seen it
coming, and caught my kneein his hand, damming it down againgt the bed. He yanked aknife out of his
deeveand held it to my throat.

"Hold ill," he hissed. "It'll be over alot sooner."

"You'regoing to cut my throat? How are you going to explain that to Kyros?' | had frozen momentarily
under the cold blade; | was starting to sob—Ilike

Alibek, | thought—even as| couldn't redlly believe thiswasn't dl some sort of joke. Thisis a Greek
officer. Kyros's friend. Kyros sent me here.

"I'll just tell him you escaped and must have died in the desert. That'swhere I'll dump your body, if | have
to kill you," Sophos said. Keeping the knife a my throat, he ripped open my shift with hisfree hand.
"Now spread your legs."

| had clenched my knees together when held grabbed his knife. When | hesitated, he cut me with the
knife—not my throat, not enough to make me bleed to death, but asmall, deep dice over my collarbone.
"Spread your legs," hesaid again.

| wanted to stare dry-eyed at the ceiling, unflinching and unmoving, but | wept, and when Sophos thrust
his clammy fingersinsde me, my ssomach twisted and | vomited. He pushed my faceto the sdeand let
me dirty the bedclothes. "Sept with Myron. Heh. Y ou're as pure avirgin as I've ever seen, for al that
you're older than most I've met.” Hisvoice was cam and conversationd. "It's actudly alittle surprising,
given dl the time you've spent on horseback.”

| had no ideawhat he meant. "Please,”" | whispered. "Don't do this."

He had dipped the knife back into his deeve while | retched; now he untied his dressng gown and
pushed it back out of hisway. Then helowered himsdf down and thrust inside me with agrunt.

"Sop!" | screamed. "It hurts. Stop, it hurts.” 1t ft like the whole ingde of my body would rip like my
shift.

Anather grunt. Another. He was distracted, and for an ingtant, | redlized that his knife was within my
reach; | could pull it out of hisdeeve and plungeit into his neck. But part of my mind was till ingsting,
Thisisafriend of Kyros; this can't be really happening, thisisa friend of Kyros; and then he had
grabbed my wrists and pressed them against the bed, leaning on them heavily as he thrust again. Another
grunt. Another, thisone louder. Like a camel, | thought; He sounds like a grunting camel . | counted



fifteen grunts before he pulled out, spilling himsdaf on my stomach. "There" he said with clear satisfaction.
"Y ou shouldn't get pregnant. Pregnancy could be ared problem on this sort of mission." He stood up,
wiped himsdf clean, and retied his dressing gown.

| was shaking asif I'd been immersed in freezing water. There seemed to be blood everywhere—some
from my collarbone, some from... esewhere. "Kyrosisgoing to kill you," | said, between sobs. "Hewill
have you staked out naked in the desert so the vultures can tear you to pieces. Like they do with military
commanders who misuse agrika.”

"Indeed.” Sophos poured himself morewine. "I'll look forward to it, then.”

| desperately wanted my voice to be cold and steady, but it caught like fabric on thorns. "I think I'll tell
him | want you castrated first. But | want the wound cauterized so that you can't bleed to death before
the vulturesfind you."

"Good thought." He unbarred the door. "'If you're back from the field then, you can do the honors." He
sat downin hischair. Y ou can go back to the harem whenever you want. Our businessis concluded.”

| stood up. My legswould barely hold me, but | wanted to get away asfast as| could. My ripped shift
hung open; | gathered it around me aswell as| could, with my shaking hands, and shuffled toward the
door.

"Don't forget,” Sophos said, behind me. "Not tonight, not tomorrow night, but the night after.” | glanced
back as | opened the door, and he raised hiswine cup in amocking toast. "Good luck with the Alashi.”

CHAPTER THREE

| ssumbled out into the open air of the courtyard, shaking so hard that my teeth rattled. The dry air had
turned cold. I had no lamp; the moon was bright enough for me to see my way back to the harem, but |
had no intention of going there. | wanted to go scrub my body raw in the Arys River, but there was water
closer a hand than that, and | was going to useiit.

The wdl house was close to the bathhouse, alittle shack, gray in the moonlight. | pulled up abucket of
water, then set it on the ground at my feet and ripped a piece of cloth loose from my shift. | wet the cloth
and scrubbed blood, swest, and semen from my body. When | thought the cloth was probably filthy, |
threw it down and ripped off another pieceto scrub at my face, washing away paint and vomit and the
flecks of Sophoss spittle that had dripped onto me.

A gust of wind whipped suddenly into the well house and | shuddered. If | ripped any more cloth from
my shift, I'd be naked, so | heaved the bucket up and turned it over my head, soaking mysdlf from my
hair to my feet. The water splashed againgt the rocks that formed the floor of the well house.

| can't stay here. Not two days, not two minutes longer . | set the bucket down carefully. | was nearly
naked, except for my shift. | had no food, no water, no shoes. I'll just go back to Kyros. He wouldn't
expect me to stay here, not after this. He wouldn't. Jaran's aeriko, the "Fair One," flashed suddenly in
my mind. Are you afraid I'll tell your secret? That would be funny. Whatever would your old
master say?

I'm getting out, | thought. Now. Tonight. | |eft thewell house and started toward the wall.



"Lauria."

The strangled whisper made me turn around. It was Tamar. She had been sitting in the shadow of the
wdll house; | had no idea how long. "Have you been watching me?' | blurted out.

Sheran quickly acrossthe dark yard. "I know what you're thinking," she whispered. "I've wanted to run
away, too. But you'l dieif you try tonight.”

Another gust of wind hit me and | dmost fell to my knees. Tamar grasped my arms and steadied me.

"Y ou are soaking wet. Y ou have no shoes, no food, no water, no container for water. Y ou'd never make
it to the Alashi. If you go back to your old magter, helll just beat you and send you back here, evenif you
make it there aive, which you probably won't."”

"| can't stay here," | whispered.

"I know," Tamar whispered back. "But you can't try it tonight. Come upgtairs. I'll get you afresh shift,
and ablanket to warm you."

"Why were you watching me?" | asked as Tamar began to lead me back upstairs.

"I thought you might need some help finding thewell,” Tamar said. "That night when | wasten, | wanted
nothing more afterward than to take a bath. Boradai wouldn't let me. | screamed, and she beat me and
told meto shut up. It was awaste of water. | was planning to tell you not to bother asking, just to dipin
and wash if you wanted to. Boradai isadeep.”

"Wasit Sophoswho did it to you?' | asked, on the dairs.

"Oh no." Her shoulder flicked in the hint of ashrug. "He gave meto afriend of his. Y our old master,
actudly. Kyros."

My stomach rebelled again, but thistime there was nothing left. Tamar let melean on her, and then we
went inand | collgpsed onto apillow.

It was very dark; Tamar crossed the room to dig through one of the cabinets, and returned with aclean
shift and alarge shawl. | dropped the rags of my old shift onto the floor, dressed in the fresh one, and
wrapped up in the shawl. After awhile, | stopped shaking quite so hard. Despite the bucket of water, my
hair ill reeked of perfume.

"I hatethisamdl," | whispered.
"Youll get used toit,” Tamar sad.

The cloying smell hit the back of my throat and | almost retched again. ™Y oure not used to it,” |
whispered.

"I'm not likeyou,” Tamar said. "Meruertisused to it. Aidanismorethan used toit. You'll get usedtoitin
time"

"It'smaking mesck."

"It's probably not the perfume. The drug Sophos had us give you makes some women sick. Youll fed
better in the morning.”

| doubted that, but fell silent. Tamar sat beside me for afew more minutes, then dipped off to her own



corner and |eft me done again.
No one will lay a hand on you. Sophosslierang in my earsas | stared into the darkness.

| thought about how | would tell Kyroswhen | returned. Sophos broke hisword. He did not treat me
with respect, like a free woman. He laid hands on me, and worse. Kyross face would grow dark
with rage, asit had when | returned to tell him about the military commander who had attempted to
poison me. Sophos might not report to Kyraos, but there were laws againgt rape, and Kyros could see
that they were enforced. He would send soldiers to fetch Sophos, or perhaps adjinn. What do you have
to say for yourself, Sophos? Perhaps he would let me castrate him. And I'd be the onetotie him, in the
desert, to betorn gpart by vultureswhile il dive... | wouldn't cry, telling Kyros, of course. | would
maintain a steedy reserve, the calm of asoldier the day after abattle. | wish I'd killed him. | wish I'd
grabbed his knife when it was within reach. | should have killed him, the bastard, the betrayer .

| could hear someone moving around in the dark harem, and | pulled the shawl tighter around mysdif,
thinking, unwillingly, of Alibek. Don't take me back there. Don't give me back to Kyros. Have you
ever vigted a harem, Lauria? Because of my sister, he took me to rape. And Tamar's voice, Steady
in the darkness—He gave me to a friend of his. Your old master, actually. Kyros.

In the whirl of anger and betrayd, | dozed, findly, for an hour or two toward morning. Not tomorrow
night, but the night after, | thought, grimly, when | woke to see daylight. The night after. The sooner
I'm out of here, the sooner | can get to the Alashi, accomplish my mission, and report back to
Kyros to have Sophos executed. | can trust Kyros. | can trust Kyros.

| had stopped shaking by the night | wasto leave, and the ache between my thighs had subsided. Sophos
hadn't sent for me again. The night | was leaving, Boradai came up to say that Tamar should attend on
Sophosin his chambers, but her courses had come and so she was excused. Jaran was sent down
instead. Therest of uswere told we could go to deep early. | picked at my dinner, though | knew I'd
need my strength; | had had little gppetite since my night with Sophos, and I'd have been nervous before
my escapein any case. No matter how orchestrated it was, something could still go wrong. A dave
caught escaping would be flogged, or worse, and | had little doubt that Sophos would apologeticdly tell
methat he had to punish me, to avoid suspicion.

| stretched out after dinner and waited as the harem fell adegp around me, curled up in my shawl whilel
waited. | passed timetrying to think about how | would rid mysdlf of the smell of perfume, oncel was
out. I wouldn't be able to afford to waste water to wash myself. Maybe, | thought, if | rubbed agreat
ded of sand into my hair, that would get rid of the smell...

Finally | was sure that everyone was adeep. | stood up; Tamar lay on the floor near me, and for a
moment | amost wanted to bring her with me. It would certainly piss off Sophosif | did—but there
would be water for only one person, and Tamar had no shoes for thewalk acrossthe desert hills. And |
was pretty surethat if | brought Tamar, there would be complicationsin the mission | hadn't planned on.
Stll, shelooked cold inthe night air, and | covered her gently with the shawil. | tiptoed to the door and
looked around; everyone was till. | eased the door opentiSophos must have had the hinges oiled; it was
perfectly slent—and dipped down the airs.

The courtyard was empty, as Sophos had promised. And there—a cache of supplies. Sophos had
brought dong my own boots, from Kyross house; | dipped them back on my feet. The other clothes
could wait until later. | shouldered the backpack and walked briskly toward the gate.

"Hsst. Lauria”



My stomach turned over and | whirled. In the dim moonlight, | could see adight figure dressed in white;
she clutched the shawl I'd Ieft with her around her shoulders. Tamar . "Y ou're running avay," she
whispered. "Y ou've got supplies and everything. You're running away."

"Y ou've got aproblem with that?' | glanced around with darm; if Tamar had seem meleaving, what if
someone e se had?

"A problem? Areyou crazy?' Tamar had caught up with me, and she grabbed my arm. "Take me with
you."

| can't. But | fell silent, looking at her, and said nothing.

Her hands clenched like claws and her face went livid. "If you try to leave me here, I'll give the alarm. |
swear it! Takemeaong or I'll mess up your escape. You're not leaving me here. Do you think I'm
stupid? Y ou have supplies. Y ou must have bribed the guards. Anyway, | don't care. Y ou've got asure
way out and I'm coming with you."

| told myself that | had to bring her because she'd spoil my escape. But the truth was—we'll have to
find water anyway, and | know Tamar would walk a hundred miles on broken glassif it would
take her away from Sophos. The truth was, | didn't want to leave her behind.

"Comeon," | whispered. "But once were clear of the city, I'm going to make you help carry the
supplies.” | hoped to hel there would be enough in the pack to see us both safely to the Alashi.

Helladiawas much smaler than Elpisa, but Sophoslived in the center of town, along way from the wall.
Tamar padded silently behind me, and | thought about her bare feet, wondering if there was anywhere
that we could steal her some shoes before we left Helladia. | kept hoping we might spot apair of muddy
boots, left out to dry and then forgotten, but of course we saw nothing nearly so useful. At thislate hour,
the streets were dark and quiet, and nothing, not so much as a broken pail, seemed to have been l€eft out
on the street. It's her problem, not mine. Forget about Tamar's feet, worry about your own task.

There was asudden noise, and Tamar shrank into the shadows beside me. | realized as| pressed my
back against the ssonewall that we'd heard the huff of ahorse; the building we were passing was a
sable. | gave Tamar areassuring nod, and stepped back out into the street.

"How long, do you think, until we're missed?’ | whispered.
Tamar shrugged. "Boradai usualy checks on the harem a some point during the night.”

| hoped she wouldn't do that tonight. | bit my lip. Sophos might find some excuse to keep them from
searching for me, but would he refrain from searching for Tamar? "WEell have to move quickly once
we're over thewadll," | said, and we picked up our pace.

We reached the wall quick enough and after ashort walk along the edge, | found the spot that Sophos
had mentioned. Aswith the Elpisawall, there was acrumbled spot, and severa handholds. | climbed up
quickly and lowered my bag gently to the ground. "Comeon," | whispered to Tamar.

Tamar had clearly not spent her childhood clambering over rocksin the desert plains outside of Helladia
as| had in Elpisa Still, she scrambled awkwardly to the top without my help, and dropped down
gracefully enough to the ground below. "Do you want meto carry something now?" she asked.

"Not yet," | said, glancing up quickly to orient mysdlf. “Come on. It's too dark to search on horseback,
evenif Boradai finds us gone. When it gets close to dawn, well find somewhereto hide, but let'stry to
get asfar from hereaswe can.”



"Wait," Tamar said, grabbing my arm as| turned toward the desert. ™Y ou are going to check your pack,
right? Make sure the guard gave you what he promised?"

| swung the pack off my shoulders and opened it quickly. Despite my commentsto Kyras about how 1'd
take water but no food, Sophos had packed me seven waterskins, not eight, aong with foood—bread,
cheese, apples. Apples. Well, at least they would give usabit of water aswel as strength. | gritted my
teeth.

We'd need to find water soon; for two people, thiswasn't even atwo-day supply. Sturdy clothing wasin
there, too; rather than carry it, | yanked off my shift and pulled on the shirt and trousers. Then | redlized
what was missing, and rooted through for afrantic moment. He didn't give me a knife. My anger rose
up in ahot choking cloud. | forced it back down. The guard who I'd supposedly bribed wouldn't have
been foolish enough to promise me aknife. Tamar couldn't see my anger.

"It'swhat was promised,” | said, and tied the pack shut again. | Started to swing it onto my back, then
paused and looked at Tamar's bare feet. "Y ou're going to cut your feet to ribbons if we don't at least
wragp them in something.”

"I won't hold you back,” she said.

If I had aknife, | could cut some of the wool from my trousers—or, better, leather from the tops of my
boots. No knife. | hope Kyros boils you in cooking grease. | tugged experimentdly at the cloth, but it
was well woven and was not going to rip, at least not without aknifeto get it started. Well, at least the
shift would tear easily. | ripped it into strips and wrapped Tamar'sfeet in them.

"Thiswont last long,” shesad.
"It'll be better than nothing. I'll think about it." | swung the pack onto my back. "Try to keep up.”

Tamar did keep up, to my surprise. We spent severd hourswalking and occasionaly climbing before we
dowed to look for ahiding place. The hills around us had turned from gray to gold in the sunrise; we
found ahollow in ahill, screened by some bushes. Not quite acave, but as close as| thought wed find.

"l think thisisthe best we'relikely to find,” | said. "They'd haveto beright on top of usto find it."
"We should keep going,” Tamar said.

"Thenthey'll definitdy find us"" If they're looking. "They have horses; it will be broad day in another half
hour. They'd spot uswalking like ahawk spotsa hare.”

"What about Sophossdjinn?’
"Djinn aren't actudly all that good at finding people who are trying to hide. Or, or so I've heard, &t least.”

Tamar shrugged and sat down, squeezing hersdlf into the back of the hollow. | set the pack down and sat
beside her.

"Can | have somewater?' she asked in asmdl voice.
| pulled out the waterskin. "Two swallows," | said, and passed it to her. She drank, then | drank.
"That won't be enough to get usto the Alashi, will it?" shesaid.

"It wouldn't have been enough even if you hadn't come with me. Thereswater on the
plains—somewhere. Well find it." | took out one of the gpples and gave it to Tamar, then ate one mysdif.



That would get us through the day with less water, and apples were heavy—not something | wanted to
cary far.

"Let meseeyour feet," | said, when I'd licked the last traces of sticky sweetness from my fingers.

Tamar stretched out her legs, her face rigid. Despite the wrappings, she had cut her hedl and it had bled.
| swore softly.

"I won't hold you back," Tamar said again.

"Not unlessthisfesters and you fdl into acomafrom fever," | said, biting back You fool beforethe
words spilled out. "Besides, your blood will make an easy trail for anyoneto follow."

"Youcanjus leaveme.”

| rolled my eyes. I'd have to use some of the precious water to wash out the cut, but then what? Wrap
her feet again in thelinen? | poked my head tentatively out of our hollow and spotted afew plantswith
thick, tough leaves. | crawled out, ripped some of them up, and brought them back. Pouring water into
my hand adrop at atime, | cleaned out Tamar'swound aswell as| could, bandaged theinjury with the
cleanest fragment of shift, then tied the tough leavesto her feet like sandds. She watched mework in
Slence.

"I don't know what were going to do about your feet,” | said, Stting back on my hedls. "Y ou redlly ought
to have shoes, or at least sandals.”

"Well, fed freeto go knock on Sophoss door and ask for them," she said. "I'll wait here."
| shook my head. "Try to get some deep.”

Tamar pulled the shawl over her shoulders and closed her eyes, leaning her head against the packed dirt.
| closed my eyes, but | wastoo keyed up to deep, and | think Tamar wasaswell. If we're found, |
thought, maybe we can try to bribe the guard who finds us the way Alibek tried to bribe me. And
then grab his knife and stab him in the back. That would solve dl kinds of problems; if it worked.
Wed have his boots, hisknife, and his clothes. HEd probably even have a horse. Tamar was smal, so
we could ride double on a horse, though there was the problem of water for the horse, and food... The
guard would have extrawater, too, and probably some food. And asword! | found myself amost
hoping we'd be found, though of course there was no guarantee that the guard would be tempted by the
bribe. It would be foolish in the extreme for him to take us up on that sort of offer. Still, | found mysalf
graining my ears through the afternoon with amixture of fear and anticipation.

Tamar stirred at dusk. | gave her alittle more water and drank alittle more mysdif.
"Arewe going to wak through the night?' she asked.
"It'scooler,” | said. "And themoon isamost full.”

Beforethelast of the daylight vanished, | went for aquick walk, aert for the sound of hoofbesats, looking
for something, anything, with some sort of edge, or even just apoint. An anima'stooth. A sharp rock.
Anything. After hunting for awhile, | found arock that had cracked in hdf, leaving asharp edge, and a
wesathered stick that with afew minutes of effort | could sharpen to apoint. | dipped off my trousers and
managed to drive the pointed stick through the thick black cloth. Then | held the edge on the ground
againg the cloth with one foot, and yanked the cloth with my hands; the cloth gave at the weak point, and
| was ableto tear astrip loose. | did the same with the other leg of the trousers, then put them back on.



"They'll still wear out,” Tamar said, as| bound the doubled-over wool to the soles of her feet with more
of thelinen.

"Not asfast," | said. "If you see something else we can use, while were waking, let me know."

When the shoes were readly, it was quite dark. | stepped out of our hole and stretched, looking around.
A quick movement in the corner of my vision turned out to be afluttering hawk. | looked up at the stars:
there was Alexander on histhrone, and there was Bucephalis, with the faint star in histail that marked the
north. We were headed mostly north and abit west; | set the star alittle to my right.

"| can carry something,” Tamar said.

Two of the waterskins had strapsto let you ding them over your shoulder, so | gavethoseto her to
carry, and shouldered the pack again.

"How did you learn to navigate?' Tamar asked.

"From one of the other stable hands," | said.

"Were your parents stable hands, too?"

"My parents are both dead.”

"Oh." Tamar glanced a me. "'l thought Kyroswas probably your father.”
"l heard Meruert say that."

"Well, you're clearly part Greek. And that explainswhy he never raped you. Some men are squeamish
about it when it'stheir own daughter.”

Jshould have claimed him as my father, | thought; it would have explained agreat deal. Too late now.
"Kyros bought me when | was achild, dong with awhole lot of other daves, from an officer who was
being transferred back to Penelopeia”

"Were your parents dready dead?’
"Y eah. Why are you so curious about this?'
"My mother died ayear after | was sold to Sophos. | couldn't be with her."

Ah. | nodded. "There was an epidemic of dysentery the year my parentsdied. I'm not surewhy |1 lived,
and they didn't. Kyros bought me pretty soon after that."

"How old wereyou?"
"Bght."

Tamar glanced a me, and | thought that she was probably trying to guesswhat | looked like asan
eight-year-old. Why Kyroswould have left me adone.

"The sables are pretty dirty,” | said, trying to offer an answer to the question that hung in the air. "1 think
al Kyros ever saw when he looked at mewasthedirt. Now..." | shifted my pack, which was digging
into my shoulders. "Tell me about your family.” Anything to get her to quit asking about mine.

"Wewere al owned by Androcles—he'safriend of Sophos, and livesin Helladia. My father got sold to



someonein Elpisabefore | was old enough to remember him. I lived with my mother until | wasten, and
then Sophos saw me and took afancy to me. | never saw my mother again. It was the Fair One who told
methat she'd died.”

| swallowed. "What was your mother like?

Tamar was quiet for amoment, thinking over the question as she trudged aong behind me. "Some daves
just give up, at some point. Y ou could throw the gates open and say, 'L ook, out there—four days of
walking and you'l be with the Alashi, no oneiswatching, let'sgo, and they wouldn't move. My mother
was like that. Even when she knew Androcles was going to sell me away from her, | don't think it ever
crossed her mind to run away with me. She gave me ahug and akiss and said, 'Be agood girl, and
maybe your new master will let you vist sometime.' "

"Would it have done any good to run?'

"Probably not. | wasyoung. Slow."

"Maybe shefigured that if you tried to run, hed never let youvist."

"I'm sure that'swhat she figured.”

| wondered where Tamar had gotten her spirit, if her own mother had been such acompliant servant.
"What do you know about the Alashi?' Tamar asked afew minutes later.

| thought of dl the horrible stories. "I've heard that they'll take in any dave who reachesthem,” | said.
"But I've ds0 heard that they sacrifice humansto Prometheus.”

"Ohyeah. 'Burning them dive on afire.' | don't believeit. The Fair One talks about the Alashi sometimes,
and shesaysthat'salie”

"What about the other stories?’

"What else have you heard?’

"That they make newcomers prove their worth with aspider bite.”

"Ugh! I'd never heard that story.” Tamar shuddered. "That can't betrue.”
"And | heard they eat horses.”

"| think by the timewe get there, well eat horseif it's offered to us.”

My stomach growled. "Yeah," | said. "Y ou're probably right.”

"I heard that their most committed warriors are mutilated,” Tamar said. "The men are castrated, the
women have their breasts cut off. | don't believe it. Too many would die from thet; it's not something
you'd do to your best warriors! | don't believe the spider-bite story, either. Too many people would die.”

| had to agree that they were unlikely to risk their best soldiers, but | wasn't so sure that these scruples
would apply to strangers asking to join them. "What else has the Fair One said about them?”

"Mostly stuff that doesn't make alot of sense. But she's dways made them sound better than Sophos, at
leat.”



"That wouldn't take alot." The words dipped out before | thought them over.
Tamar laughed alittle. ™Y ou know there are plenty who are alot worse, don't you?"
"I know," | said, and wefdl silent. The pause stretched into a silence that lasted for severa hours.

The spring rains hadn't completely ended yet, and in daylight the steppe beyond Helladia had been a
muddy green. By moonlight, the ground around uswas gray and silver, and the light wasn't dways strong
enough for usto see whether we were stepping on firm ground or loose gravel. | dipped and fell badly
twice, once scragping my knees and my hands, Tamar fell more than that. The plant life was scrubby and
often thorny, clinging to the dry soil with roots that went deep. Some of those roots would be full of
water, but the plants I'd recognized so far were poisonous to humans.

Despite my best efforts, we were aready running low on water by the time we found shelter for the day.

| thought it was best to keep walking at night and stay put during the day; even once we were beyond the
range of searchers, saving our exertion for the cold of the night would alow usto conserve weter. Even
30, drinking only sips of water when we were very thirsty, we were running out. | wondered if we should
both est our fill of the meager food suppliesimmediately and lighten our load. | couldn't somach the idea
of bread and cheese without afew sips of water to wash it down; it would be a shame if the food went to
waste because our water was gone. Of course, if we didn't find more water soon, we'd probably die
before we reached the Alashi. | knew | wasn't thinking entirely coherently, and after meditating on it for
entirely too long, | tore off adightly more generous portion of bread and cheese for both of us, then
tucked the rest away for later.

"We need to find water tomorrow, don't we?' Tamar said.
"YS."
"Do you know anything about finding water out here?"

"Follow the birds." That was the first lesson I'd learned: watch for birds at dusk and at dawn asthey fly
to the water holes.

"l don't see any hirds," Tamar said.
"Me, ether. I've been watching for them since we set out.”
"What els=?"

"Bugs. Animds. Anything alive hasto have water, o if you see a crawling thing, watch to seewhere it
goes. Water flows downhill—if were going to find it, it'll be someplace low."

"The rainy season wasn't that long ago. Well find some.”
"l hopeyoureright.”

We dozed through the day. | thought once or twicethat | heard hoofbests, but | stayed where | was and
they faded away a short timelater.

At dusk, | crept out of our shelter to watch for birds. Tamar followed me. "There," she said, and pointed;
| saw a sudden blur, and then it was gone.

"Did you seewhere it went?' | asked.

"l didn't seewhereit landed. Can't we just head whereit was going?'



"l guesswell haveto.”

We both drank some water; we had barely a cup of water |€ft. It occurred to me that even if we found
the water hole, weld need to find another onein another day or two. | pushed that thought out of my
mind; at least if wefound awater hole now, we could drink our fill. Drink our fill : the thought obsessed
me aswe walked. | could hear the dosh of our meager remaining water in the pack on my back, and it
took al my self-control not to stop and smply drainit al on the spot.

"Therel" Tamar hissed. | thought she meant shed seen the water, but she was pointing at another bird. It
skimmed over the dry brush and then dipped down. We followed, and minutes later the sound of our
approach sent acloud of screeching birdsinto the air.

The water hole was a stagnant, scum-covered pond, but the water was fresh and not brackish. We
covered the mouth of the bottle with alayer of the cleanest remaining part of my shift to strain out the
weeds and as much of the dirt aswe could. Wefilled one of the water bottles, drained it, filled it again,
drained it again. It was quite dark by the time our thirst was daked.

Once | wasno longer thirsty, | realized how hungry | was. Shivering in the night wind, | broke off small
hunks of cheese and bread for Tamar and myself. We ate slently, washing them down with more dightly
gritty water. Tamar huddled in her shawl, trying to stay warm.

Though we would run out of food soon, it was tempting to stay put for the rest of the night, and through
the next day. Surely we were beyond Sophos's searchers by now. And at least camped by the pond, we
wouldn't run out of water. "How are your feet?' | asked Tamar.

She stretched them out so | could see. The makeshift sandals were wearing thin, but there didn't seem to
be any new blood. | considered unwrapping the bandages to take alook, but something in me cringed at
the idea of washing her injuries again with thisfilthy, scum-laden water.

"Do you want to rest here for awhile?" | asked.

"What do you mean, awhile?' Her teeth were chattering.
"Tonight and tomorrow."

"No," Tamar said immediatdly.

"| think Sophoswill have stopped looking..."

"] don't want torisk it."

| shrugged and stood up to fill the rest of our waterskins. Werefilled al of them, drank <till more water,
and then topped them off again. The birdswere till circling furioudy overhead; | glanced up
gpologeticdly. "You'll haveit back soon,” | said doud.

Tamar stood up, wincing, and resolutely picked up her two waterskins. | lifted the others, though my
shoulders now felt bruised where the pack rested. "Let'sgo," Tamar said, and fell into step behind me as
| turned us northwest again.

Aswe searched for shelter at dawn, Tamar caught her breath and pointed. "L ook!"

| turned, expecting—hoping for—water, but instead | saw anarrow plume of smoke, curling toward the



sky.
"It'sthe Alashi! It must bel” Tamar said, her eyes searching my face.

| shook my head. "We're too close to the Greeks. It can't be the Alashi yet. Come on, we need to find a
good placeto hide today."

"If it'snot the Alashi, who isit?"
"Bandits, maybe."
IIBth_II

"The Greeks call the Alashi bandits, but there are redl bandits aswell. Most are former soldierswho
mutinied and fled into the desert.” | thought of the outpost of Arachne worshippers who had tried to kil
me to keep mefrom learning their secret. "These are redl bandits, not Alashi. | know what I'm talking
about."

"How can you be sure without a least looking at them?' Tamar mumbled, falling into step behind me as|
turned away from the smoke and picked up our pace.

"| told you, were too close to the Greeks. Speak softly. Someone might be out hunting, and thereé's no
sensein dtracting attention.”

Wefound acavethistime—avery smdl cave, but it would give us shelter and conceal usthoroughly. |
squeezed infirgt, and Tamar did in next to me. | split the last of the bread with Tamar and broke off a
smdll piece of the cheese. Then | passed her awaterskin. "Two swallows,” | said. She drank her water in
two big gulps, then reluctantly put the stopper back in.

"There hasto be water near here," she said.

"Y eah, but the bandits are probably camped right by it," | said.
"I'mthirsty.”

"I'mthirsty, too."

"I want to drink more of our water now. I'm carrying my share, why do you get to be the one who
decideswhen | drink?"

"YouuFine" Therewere Six waterskins il full;
| handed three of them to her. "Ration your own water, then. But don't come crying to meif you run out.”

Glaring at me, she unstoppered the waterskin and took another two gulps, then put the waterskin down. |
ignored her aswell as| could, drank aslittle of my own water as| could stand, and put it away. "We
should trade off watches," | said. "'In case we're found.”

Tamar nodded. "I'll gofirgt," shesaid. "You go to deep.”
"Wake meat around noon," | said, and laid my head down on my pack to deep.

When | woke, it waswdll past noon. | sat up, rubbing my neck, which was stiff and sore from the way
I'd dept. It was late afternoon, | realized, not long until dusk. Tamar was nowhere to be seen. But | was
not donein the hollow.



Therewas ashimmer in the doorway, like hovering raindrops, or awisp of fog in the sun. "Kyros sent
me," the aeriko said.

| squinted at the aeriko asit shifted in the air. "Kyros? Why now? We left Sophos's days ago.”
"Kyros said to wait until you were done."
| nodded, recognizing the sense of that. "What isthe message?’

The aeriko shifted again, and its voice fell an octave, in arough approximation of Kyrossvoice. "Lauria,
Sophostold me that one of hisdave girls escaped the same night you | eft. I've told him that if you brought
her with you, you had a good reason. However, this could cause you to run short on water. I've sent this
aeriko to help you find water. | don't care how miffed Sophosis about the loss of his dave; my concern
isfor you, and for your misson."

Listening to Kyrosswords, | felt asif I'd been wrapped in a soft cloak and handed a cup of chilled juice
todrink. | can trust Kyros, | thought again, and smiled to mysdif.

"I've asked Sophosto quit searching; it's not worth the risk to your mission. This aeriko will return to me
as soon as you've made contact with the Alashi. Good luck.”

Theaerikofel slent.

| can send word to Kyros about what Sophos did, | thought. Right now! Relief washed over me;
Kyroswould take care of things. But first, water. Water and Tamar; where was she?

"Whereis Tamar?' | asked. "Did you see her leave?’
"Thedavegirl dipped out shortly after you fell adeep.”
"Why hasn't she come back?"

"Possibly the bandits have detained her."

"Bandits—oh, hell!" | started to crawl out of hiding, then sat back on my hedls and |ooked at the aeriko
again. Therewas no point in risking reconnaissance when | had an aeriko to serve asmy eyes. "Tell me
what Tamar did after | fell adeep.”

"She sat beside you for awhile. Then she crawled out of your cave and went to one of the hills
overlooking the bandit camp.”

"Was sheat least trying to stay hidden?' | asked. The aeriko bobbed inthe air silently. | sghed and
rephrased. "Did shewalk up to the camp, or did she stay close to the ground?”

""She crawled to the crest of the hill and lay there.”
"What happened next?'
"Shelay 4till and watched; then she stood up and walked down into their camp.”

She went in voluntarily? Surely she wasn't so stupid as to think these were the Alashi? That can't
beit; Tamar may be a pain in the ass, but she's not stupid. "And then?' | asked.

"The bandits seized hold of her. She said that shed cometo join them—"



"Tdl me exactly what she said.”

The agriko's voice went alittle high, in acredible imitation of Tamar, but far breethier and more girlish
than I'd ever heard her speak. She said, "1 wondered how long it would take for you to find me, boys!
Aren't you going to welcome me? The bandits al spoke at once, and one stepped forward to take her
arm. And the girl said, 'l escaped from a Greek man's harem; | can satisfy al of you, but not al a once.
Surely you must be the bandit king I've heard about; wouldn't you like to enjoy my company first? He
took her to histent. | came back here.”

"How long ago wasthis?
"The sun was near the horizon, but ill bright in the sky.”

| bit my lip and let my head fal back againgt the hard dirt wall. What in Zeus's black pit was she
thinking? What an idiot. Why would she voluntarily put herself in their power ? Asmy initid fury
ebbed, | thought | could guess what she'd been about. Tamar hadn't believed me; sheld wanted to take a
closelook at the bandits hersdlf, fearing that if we continued into the desert we'd die of thirst before we
found the Alashi. She'd crept out while on watch. Once she reached a vantage spot, she'd taken agood
look and realized quickly that | was absolutely right; these were Greek deserters, outlaws, not people we
could trust. Asthe camp roused for the day, she'd probably redlized that if she moved, she was more
likely to be seen, so she lay where she was, hoping for the best, planning to creep back to the cave at
dusk. But then she was seen—that'swhy she'd said, | wondered how long it would take for you to see
me. Once she was seen, there was no point in running; they'd have caught her. So she played therole
sheld learned in the harem, buying time and perhaps more lenient treatment so that she could try to

escape later.

Now what?

Kyroswould tell meto leave her here and continue my mission. But my stomach turned at the thought of
leaving Tamar in the hands of bandits. Leaving her with Sophos would have been one thing, but here. ..
Besdes, she was a determined and resourceful person. She probably would escape eventudly, and if
shejoined the Alashi after | reached them, sheld tell them that 1'd abandoned her. | couldn't imagine that
the Alashi would look fondly on someone who would abandon afriend so calloudy. No, | had to fetch
her out. The success of my mission might depend onit.

The sun was setting. " Go back to the camp,” | said to the aeriko. "Go into the tent of their leader and
check on Tamar. If she'sin no immediate danger, come back and tell me what you saw. Both in the tent
and outsdeit."

"Andif sheisindanger?

| licked my lips, trying to decide how to phrase my ordersfor the agriko. | wanted Tamar back alive and
abletotrave, but | didn't want her to know an aeriko was helping us, not if | could avoid it. "If sheisin
danger of injury or death, then move her here. Go now and obey my ingtructions.”

Therewas ashimmer in the air and the aeriko whisked itsdlf off. | waited in the gathering darknessfor
what seemed like avery long time, then the aeriko returned.

"Within the tent, the man deepswith the girl at hisside. Sheisbound, hand and foot. Her eyes are open
and she breathes, but shelies till."

"And outsde the tent?"



"Some deep, some are awake."
"Arethey taking?'

"es"

"What conversation did you hear?'

A pause, then the aeriko began to repesat the snatches of conversation it had overheard, run together like
unsorted coinstossed into abag: "Worse, | think last night's—so then the butcher saysto the
blacksmith—snake in his boot—damn bloody bastard ought to—a ready?—Y ou! Over—already took
care of—it's not abloody flux, at least—check it—she said she had—at least the water's—latrine

duty—"

"Enough,” | said. If the bandits were grumbling about their leader'srefusal to share, | would never find it
out by listening to their mumbling through the aeriko. At the very least, it sounded like held kept her to
himsdlf, and that was ardief. It would be much more difficult to remove Tamar from the middle of a
crowd.

It was quite dark now. | dipped carefully out of the cave, gathered up the water and stored it in the pack,
and set out for the camp. "Circle overhead, and come let me know right away, quietly, if anyone's
coming.”

| whispered to the aeriko. "I'll have more ingtructions for you once | can see the camp.”

The easiest solution, of course, was Ssmply to have the aeriko pick up both Tamar and myself and take us
somewhere safe. In afew terrifying minutes, we could be left ashort walk from an Alashi encampment.
But then there would be the matter of explaining dl thisto Tamar later. An escaped dave had no
plausible bus ness with abound aeriko, and rogue aerika were not known for being helpful to humans.
Quite the opposite, infact. If possible, | wanted to accomplish her rescue myself.

I'll need something to cut her free, | thought. Sophos hadn't put aknife into my bag; | would have the
aeriko fetch me one. For that matter, maybe it could find apair of boots for Tamar, and sturdier clothes
for her to wear. | eased myself down to peer over the crest of the hill to the encampment below. Asl'd
suspected they were camped by awater hole. | thought of the nearly empty bottlesin my pack, and
pushed the thought away.

"Aeriko," | whispered, and saw ashimmer inthe ar. "First, do not let anyone see you and don't attract
attention. Second, | need aknife. Take one from someone who's adeep. If you can, bring me some
boots aswell, any clothing no one's wearing, andusome waterskins, full, if you find them."

Again, along pause. | could seetheflicker of firdight in the valey, and | could see men moving around.
Occasiondly, | heard araucouslaugh and the low murmur of conversation, though | could make out no
words. A gust of wind brought the smell of horse manure,

The knife hit the ground beside me with a thunk. It was followed a moment later by two pairs of boots
and ashower of loose clothing. Then two waterskinsfell, full, and | redized my mistake asthey hit the
ground with asplat. Both burst open and spilled their precious water on the ground. | grabbed one and
was ableto gulp alittle before it ran away; the other wasaloss. | bit my tongue and refused to curse out
loud; | had always suspected that bound aeriko were pleasad to no end when they could follow the letter
of your ingructions while completely ignoring your intention. | sorted through the clothing quickly: the
smdler pair of boots wasin better shape, and there was a decent shirt and pair of trousersin the pile of
clothes. | suffedit al into my bag aswell as| could, and picked up the knife. "What's going onin the



camp? Speak softly.”

"Some are awake, some are adeep.”
"How many are down there?'
"Twenty-seven."

"How many are awake?'
"Twenty-three."

| wondered how many of those were drunk. With luck, most of them. "Is the man with Tamar il
adeep?’

"No."

Damn. "What's he doing?'

"Heistakingtothegirl."

| decided that | didn't redlly care what they were talking about. "Which tent ishis?"
"Thelargest."

"Right. | want you to free the horses, then scare them so that they run away. Then come and check on
me and Tamar. If werein serious danger, pick us up and move usto safety, and I'll worry about
explandions|ater.”

| moved toward the camp. | couldn't see the aeriko, but I quickly picked out the tent of their leader and
moved toward it, keeping to the shadows. From the edge of the camp, | could hear the high-pitched
scream of afrightened horse; closer, | heard one of the bandits curse foully, and they ran toward the
horses. The bandit leader appeared at the opening of histent, tying the drawstring of his trousers and
looking around wildly. When he took off to see what was going on, | dit the Side of the tent with my knife
and stepped inside.

Tamar wasinsde; she was naked, her hands bound behind her, her face awide-eyed, utterly impassive
mask. | had imagined her crying, but her distant, stony calm was far more disturbing than tears. "We have
to hurry," | said, and cut her free. "Can you run?"

She nodded, her eyes not quite looking at anything. | couldn't bear to leave her naked, so | snatched the
blanket off the bandit leader's bed and wrapped her in it; she followed me out the back of the tent and
we ran out into the night.

The camp wasin chaos around us. The horses were gdloping through it, screaming in true equine panic
and trampling everything in their path—men, tents, food stores. One tent caught on ahorse and was
dragged through their campfire, scattering smoldering fud in itswake. With alurch, | hoped it wouldn't
be dry enough for agrassfireto catch; while it would be an admirable digtraction, it would have the
distinct drawback of probably annihilating us along with the bandits. Some of the bandits set to work
franticaly stamping out the glowing cods;, the others | saw were trying desperately to catch or cam their
horses or else to get out of their way.

| thought for amoment that we'd be able to dip away eadily. Then | felt asharp pain against the back of
my head; my vision exploded into stars, and | realized amoment later 1'd collapsed to my knees. Tamar



was trying to drag me up by my arm, saying, "We have to hurry, we haveto hurry,” in amonotone. My
earswere dill ringing, and | realized that I'd been clipped on the back of the head by atent pole that was
being dragged by a panicked, tangled horse.

| managed to stagger to my feet, only to redlize that the bandit leader had returned: still shirtless, hehdd a
long, curved sword, and he stood between us and the open desert. He looked from Tamar to me, and
laughed out loud.

"Aeriko!" | shouted. Thisiswhere you just grab both of usand | explain later to Tamar that the
djinn miraculously answered our prayers, or something. Tamar was so dazed, | wasn't certain she'd
even notice. But | saw no shimmer inthe air; we weren't going anywhere. Of course, it was aso possible
that Kyros had called the aeriko back to him...

"Drop the knife you're holding,” the bandit said to mein Greek. "Kned on the ground and put your hands
on your head."

Not a chance, pig-face. | could hear hoofbegts, and | realized that the tangled horse was running back
around, dill trying to freeitsdf from the mess of tent and poles. | dropped my knife and Started toraise
my hands, then grabbed Tamar and pulled her down. The pole went over our heads and cracked against
the bandit's. Heroared in pain and fell to hisknees as | had, grasping his head. Hetried to struggleto his
feet but collgpsed with agroan. His sword fell from hishand.

Another grunt, and for an instant, the knife was within my reach; but thisisa friend of Kyros, this
can't be happening, and then—

Thistime, | won't miss my chance. | grabbed the sword and brought it down on the bandit leader's
unguarded neck. It didn't cleanly cut off hishead but severed his spine whereit met his skull; hisblood
spilled out in ared flood and he toppled forward, dead, as | redlized that I'd killed an unarmed,
half-conscious man. | had never killed anyone before; | had rardly killed animals. | recoiled from the
blood and nearly threw down the sword, but some practica voicein my mind made mewipeit off on his
clothesand hold on to it, just in case we ran into more trouble. "Come on," | said to Tamar, and she
grabbed my free hand as we fled into the desert night.

Weran, in our fear, probably agreeat deal farther than we had to. Their leader was dead, their horses
stampeding, their camp in disarray—if anyone noticed usleaving, he lacked the presence of mind to
pursue us. | was the one who stumbled, finally, and flung mysdlf to the ground to rest. Tamar crouched
besde mein thedry grasslike ahunted animd, still clutching the bandit's blanket around her body. | laid
down the sword and took out awaterskin. "Have adrink," | said, passing it to Tamar and taking out
another oneto drink mysdlf.

Shetook agulp and | saw aglint of tearsin the moonlight. With effort, she lowered the waterskin from
her lips. "I'm sorry," she said. "' took one of my waterskinswith me. The banditstook it avay." She
thrust the stopper back in. "That was my water ration. Y ou shouldn't have to go short."

"Drink your fill, Tamar." | Sghed. "Werein thistogether, and | don't imagine you've had much to drink
sinceyou left our hiding place thismorning.”

She shook her head, and now her tears spilled silently down her cheeks. She unstopped the waterskin
and gulped water for along moment.

"Sadly, | wasn't ableto pick up aspare waterskin in the bandit camp, but | did find afew other things
you might find useful,” | said, and flipped open my pack. "A shirt—" | tossed it to Tamar, who caught itin
mute surprise, "apair of trousers, and—" | pulled out the boots and held them up, silently.



"Oh," shewhispered. "Oh, Lauria."

Tamar put the clothes on immediately, shivering in the freezing night. The pants were too loose, and the
shirt was very long on her. "Let's cut off some of the shirt and useit for abdt,” | suggested, and then
realized that I'd never picked my knife back up after the bandit told meto dropit. | did, however, ill
have the bandit's sword, so after | scrubbed off the dried blood aswell as | could with the steppe grass,
that's what we used. The boots were alittle too big; we cut off the bottoms of the trousers and stuffed
cloth into the toes to make them fit. Tamar looked very smal in her oversized clothes.

When we were done, | stared at the sword; there was ill a stain where the blood had splashed acrossiit
and dried. | shivered. His shade could come after me, | thought with uneasiness. He had done me no
harm and | struck him down while he was helpless.

Tamar looked at the stain aswell, then a me. "Y ou saved my life," she said.
"Y ou would have had the opportunity to run, sooner or later."

She shook her head and gently pressed my sword-hand to the ground. "No," she said. "I played for time
and tried to distract them from looking for anyone else, but no. | would have died there. If you're thinking
that you shouldn't have killed him theway you did—"

"I wasthinking that he could come seeking just revenge,” | said. "He hadn't hurt meand | didn't have to
doit. | wasstriking—I struck at—" Sophos. Not the bandit leader.

Her hand closed over mine. "1 had theright to kill him."
"But | held the sword.”

"Become my blood sister. Then you'll have avenged the dishonor of your sister.” | looked sharply at
Tamar and she dropped her eyes. "If you want to," she said. "I mean, you don't haveto. | just
thoughtowell, I'm sorry.”

| considered the possibility for along moment. | had no sisters. No brothers, either. Blood sisterhood
was one of the rites recognized by dl three religions of the Danibeki. The members of the Sisterhood of
Weavers were rumored to take oaths using knivesthat still bore stains from the blood of Penelope; the
followers of Prometheus and Arachne used their own knives or swords, but they swore blood sisterhood
in much the sameway. And of course the worshippers of the agrikatook sibling oaths,
sometimes—though it was rare among daves. There were obligations that you had to blood kin, and it
was bad enough that sometimes you couldn't keep those obligations to the blood kin you started out
with.

Kyroswouldn't want meto doit...
But | wanted to.

And Kyros had called his aeriko away just as1'd needed it; I'd had to fight our way out. It's my right to
do thisif | want to. "We need to get al the blood off the sword first,” | said. "I don't want any of his
blood mingling with ours™

We had to use up alittle of our water, wetting the edge of my tunic and cleaning off the sword. Then | cut
the pam of my right hand and she cut hers, and we clasped hands, pam to pam. We actualy both knew
the words to the ritual, so we spoke together. "Water to water and blood to blood. Likeriversjoin, our
blood isjoined; sky to rainto river to sea, and you are my sister forevermore.”



After sharing blood, we were supposed to give each other more mundane gifts, and we each rifled
through our meager possessions, trying to come up with something. "'l should've waited to give you the
boots," | said. "Those would've made agrest gift.”

"They were agreet gift."

| could have given her awaterskin but | didn't fed like they were mine to give or withhold anymore. So ||
plucked some of the star-shaped yellow flowers that had bloomed in the spring rains, threaded them
together stem-through-stem, and made aflower necklace for Tamar, as 1'd done for myself when| wasa
child. Tamar had never seen one of these before, but she brightened at the idea; she made a wregth of
red-flowered vinesfor my hair. | breathed in the scent; it was light and dewey, nothing like the perfume|
could dill smell faintly when | thought about it.

Blood magic isred magic, asreal aswhat the Sisterhood of Weavers does when they summon and bind
aerika, or so I'd dways been told. I'd expected something to happen: to seelights, or fed faint, at least,
or maybe to have a sudden fedling of extrafondnessfor Tamar. But all that happened was my hand hurt,
and | felt worried that the cut might fester. And | felt the same way toward Tamar that | had before: a
little protective and alittleirritated. At least now | struck out in defense of my sister. The bandit can't
come drive me mad for killing him unjustly. That thought offered me somerelief.

Even with the gifts, it was ashort ritud. After everything that had happened that night, | felt like it must be
nearly dawn, but a glance at the moon confirmed thet it was till before midnight. “We should keep
walking," | said. | tied the sword to the back of my pack, and we set out northeast again.

"So did you cut the horsesloose as adistraction?' Tamar asked.
"That was the idea. How did you persuade them not to look for anyone else?!

"l don't think it ever occurred to them that | wasn't done.” She swallowed hard. "When | redized I'd
been seen, | pretended I'd come to join them on purpose. | knew 1'd have to spread for them, but |
figured if | acted like | wanted it—you know, like Aidantthey might be satisfied with that and not try to
hurt me. | guessit sort of worked." | glanced at her and she shrugged, her eyes diding down to the
ground. "l think the bandit leader was one of the men that likesto hurt girls. HEd have been the same
with Aidan." Tamar'sface was white, but shewasn't crying. "It'sodd,” she said, after alittle while. "When
| pretended | liked the idea of spreading for the bandits, | figured it couldn't be any worse than being
taken by Sophos. But then—well, | decided | waswrong."

| found myself thinking about that night with Sophos aswe walked, turning it over and over in my mind as
| might acoin. | hadn't had the chance to send word with the aeriko about what had happened, and that
rankled; | wanted to be able to imagine Kyros confronting him, and instead | knew that right now Sophos
was comfortably a home. Probably in the company of one of the women or boysfrom the harem, in fact.
At least he was probably disgruntled about the loss of Tamar. When dawn neared and we found a place
to hidefor theday, | felt sck andtired, and | dept fitfully, wrenching myself to half awareness each time
my dreams threatened to tip me into Sophos's bed. When | woke, my hand was resting on the bandit's
sword, still tied to my pack.

Six waterskins. Not enough, not enough, | thought, trudging through the dry grass, blinking in the
sunlight. I had told Tamar to wait in the shade we'd found; | would check just the areanearest usto seeif
| could find somewater. | hoped, of course, that with Tamar away, the aeriko would return. "Aeriko," |
whispered. "If you're nearby, show yoursdlf tome." | thought | saw ashimmer intheair, but | redlized
when | turned my gaze fully on it that | wasjust dazzled by the sunlight. A sudden rush of wind hissed



over the grass, but there was no other answer.
Will.

| made aquick circuit around the areal'd told Tamar I'd search. Finding nothing, | returned to our little
hollow, shaking my head. "Wed better drink lesswater,” | said.

We dept through the day as much as we could; my stomach ached from hunger, but my throat was too
raw from thirst to eat anything, even if we'd had enough food to fill our somachs. We had alittle cheese
left, ill, but | wouldn't be able to swalow it without water, and we hadn't the water to spare. If we find
water, | thought, we can drink our fill, eat the rest of the cheese, and fill our waterskins. | tried to
push the thought out of my mind, but water obsessed me: the cool embrace of water on my skin, the
ripple of water in afountain, the sound of water splashing against pavement, the roar of the Arys River at
the height of the spring flood. ..

| dept, finaly, and dreamed, of course, of water. The Jaxartes—the Syr Darya—had been unbound from
its spell-chains, and came roaring down from the high valey. Thewall of water traveled faster than a
grassfire, crashing down like an avalanche of rock, sweeping away everything initspath. | could hear
screams. | watched the water rushing down from some high place and looked down to find a broken
spdll-chainin my own hands. This must belong to Kyros, | thought, trying to understand what | was
seeing. | must have been trying to return it to him. But the spell-chain was broken, and no useto
anyone, | flung it out, to be carried away by the flood, and thought, The river returns. Tamar, at least,
will be pleased.

| woke from my dream of theriver, and for amoment, my thirst almost seemed lessened; then it returned
with full force. Night wasfdling. | woke Tamar, who stared blearily up at me and muttered, " Are we near
theriver?| thought | heard water, for amoment.” | shook my heed; it wasn't worth the effort of speaking.

We had one full waterskin left. Tamar and | held up the othersto our lips, draining out any dropswe
could find, then swallowed alittle from the remaining waterskin—first Tamar, then me. "Let'sgo,” |
whispered, and we set out again.

We saw no birdsthat evening to lead usto water. No small animals, no snakes, not even crawling
insects. We heard the hum of cicadesafew times, rising out of the night like the sound of adombra, but
we saw nothing and found no water.

The morning dawned gray and with ahint of moistureintheair. "Do you think it might ran?' Tamar
asked, her voice nearly awhisper. In hope, we spread out our clothing, ready to catch any drop, but the
fog burned off without so much as dampening the cloth; we dressed ourselves again and curled up for our

daily deep.

We woke to the sound of thunder. "It isgoing to rain,” Tamar hissed, and quickly, we stripped off our
clothing. I set my boots upright; my shirt and pants| spread out on the ground. | tried to dig adepression
to catch water in, but my fingernails scratched usdlessly againgt the sun-baked earth. | wished I'd found
myself astout stick and dug that morning, but it was too late now. The sky darkened more, and then
opened; rain poured down. Wetried to catch water in our hands, and sucked the drops off our own
skin; when my shirt seemed drenched, | wrung it out into one of the empty waterskins, then unfolded it
again to catch morerain. But it was aready stopping. We wrung out our clothes and emptied our boots.

| even sucked on my hair to get at the moisture there, though my hair tasted bitter, and till smelled faintly
of Sophoss perfume. We managed to partly fill two of our waterskins.

"Thewater will run downhill, and might pool there" | said. "Comeon.” | pulled on my damp clothes,
thinking bitterly of the moisture | hadn't been able to get out. Tamar dressed aswell, and we put on our



boots before we st out downhill.

The ground here was thirsty, and most of the rain had sunk in quickly. But there were boulders at the
bottom of the hill and rain had pooled in every crevasse; we used the fabric of my shirt to harvest the
water; it seemed lessfoul than the thingswed taken from the bandit camp. We hunted for more
boulders, and found a single large puddle which we managed to drain into our waterskins. The sun was
back out and drying the grass, but before al the water had been burned back into the air, we plucked
handfuls of grass and squeezed the last precious dropsinto our waterskins.

Wefilled threg, dl told. It was ill day, so we rewarded ourselves with adrink, and retired back to our
hollow to wait until evening. At least the damp clothes kept me alittle cooler in the heet of the day,
though | till thought grudgingly of the lost moisture we couldn't wring out.

Night came, and we set out again. We have to be getting close, | told mysdf. How did any daves ever
makeit thisfar? Had | redlly been adave escaping, | would have only the waterskins I'd managed to
ged, only the clothes and boots I'd been clothed in by my master. | might have run, like Alibek, with only
one waterskin, barefoot in sheer linen. Maybe no daves had ever actudly madeit to the Alashi. But no;
Alibek said that his sster had run there, and that when Kyrostook him as aharem dave, he sent an
aeriko to hissster to tell him what he'd done. Though maybe he just told Alibek held donethat... but if
Alibek's sster was dead, it was hard to beieve Kyros wouldn't have told him that, instead. | shook
myself. | didn't need to be thinking about Alibek right now.

At dawn, | saw aplume of smoke rising in the sky. Tamar saw it, too, and turned to me with trepidation.
"It might bethe Alashi thistime,” | said. "It might.”

We approached cautioudy, uncertain, but the first plume was joined by a second, and then athird; only
the Alashi would have such alarge encampment. " So what do we do now?' Tamar asked.

"l guesswejust wak in."

"What do we say?'

"l don't know."

"What if they don't want us?'

| shook my head; | had no answer for her. | couldn't very well take her back with meto Kyros.

Wewere dill along way from the edge of the encampment when a dim woman with three silver hoopsin
one ear rose up suddenly from the grass, like abird flushed from cover. "Stop!" she said. "Who are you?
What do you want here?"

Tamar fell back astep, so | cleared my throat and spoke. "We are escaped daves, Danibeki. Weve
heard that you take in escaped daves who reach you.”

"Andif it turns out that we don't?'
Tamar spoke up now. "Then I'll diein the desert, because | will never return to my master.”

That garnered asmile of stiff approva. The woman was older than I'd initidly thought—her face was
lined and her hair was streaked with silver. "Welcometo the Alashi,”" the woman said. "What you've
heard isright; wetake in any with the wit and courage to free themselves. Follow me to the encampment;
well have water and food for you there." She spun on her heel and we started toward the camp. |
couldn't help but notice, though, that while there was awarm welcome in her words, there was no



welcomein her eyes. We were intruders, not recruits.

Tamar saw that, too, and stiffened. She glanced at me, but | looked away, afraid that she'd sense what |
wasthinking: Oh well. Aslong as they don't throw usinto a fire or let poisonous spiders feast on us,
the only other thing that mattersis that they don't suspect what | really am.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Alashi wererising for the day as we entered the camp: men and women, soldiers and camel herders,
children barely old enough to walk and women with long white hair that hung in dender braidsto their
waigts. The tents were black and brown and dirty gray on the outside; each was round and solidly built.
They seemed to form a chaotic, featurelessjumble, but our guide led us unhesitatingly through the
encampment toward, | realized eventually, the center.

"It'sso much... bigger... thanI'd pictured,” Tamar said faintly.

Our guide glanced over her shoulder. "The Alashi meet now for our spring gathering,” shesaid. "The
gathering ends tomorrow; well be splitting out into smaler groups for the summer.” She looked me over,
taking in the sword tied to my pack, then turned back to Tamar. "Shell probably be sent out with one of
the fighting sisterhoods, but you might be placed with one of the subclans, since you're so young.” Tamar
bristled visbly at that; our guide shrugged and continued on.

Plumes of smoke rose from the center of afew of the tents; there seemed to be ahole at the top of each
one, but most of thefires had been lit outside, probably to keep the interiors as cool as possible. The
Alashi kept awide variety of herd animals, including goats, sheep, chickens, horses, and camels. | had
seen camelsonly rarely back in Elpisia, but the humps were unmistakable. A dog trotted past; the Alashi
kept dogsto herd their animals. A woman came out of her tent as | passed it, and before the door fell
back, | caught aglimpse of abrick-red rug and ayellow-gold tapesiry. Thevivid colors of theinside
room were completely hidden by the muddy exterior.

| recognized the dank scent of livestock manure, but other scents of the camp wereforeignto me. |
smelled earthy spices and greasy meet, sweet rice and burned porridge, the sharp smell of soap and the
dusty one of straw. | had, to my rdlief, long since stopped noticing the stink of the perfume Tamar had
doused mein before my encounter with Sophos, but | found myself wondering now if our guide could
amdl it. And if she could, what she thought of me.

Two children dodged between us, then ducked under a clothedine full of damp laundry that had. been
hung between two of the circular tents. The older lady who'd hung the laundry shouted after them, then
muttered something like "little savages' under her breeth. | heard a shriek from one of the children and
then they came pelting back the other way, scattering chickens asthey ran. They looked to be about nine
years old. The game came to an abrupt end when the mother of one of the children came out, grabbed
her daughter by the scruff of the neck, and dragged her off. | stifled asmile, thinking of my own mother's
attemptsto force meto sit insde and learn embroidery and arithmetic instead of playing tag in the Streets.

| smelled incense, and heard someone strumming adombra; Tamar turned to look and pursed her lips
when sheredized it was ashrine to the Alashi gods, Prometheus and Arachne. The shrine was astone
dtar and alonetree by the narrow stream of water that ran through the camp. Fire burned inasmal dip
in the center of the atar; when | looked up, | could see acolony of large spiders busily weaving in the
branches.



"Greek gods,” Tamar muttered. If our guide heard her, she gave no sign.

A cairn of rocks stood by the doorway of onelarge tent. Behind it was atall wooden post with a
crosshar that stuck out like a bent arm; astrand of small brass bells hung from aribbon tied to the bar.
Our guide cleared her throat and brushed the bells to announce her presence. "Comein," someone called
frominside, and we did.

It took amoment for my eyesto adjust to the darkness. There were no windowsin the tent; some light
camein from the doorway and the hole in the roof, and the rest came from an ail lamp. Despite my
glimpse of the brick-red rug, | had expected the insde of the tentsto be black and plain, like the
outsidetior, perhaps, clean and stark, like the designs favored by Kyros and the other Greeks. Instead,
the interior of the tent was lavishly decorated with ariot of color and patterns. Felt rugs of red, blue, and
brilliant yellow carpeted the ground. Thefelt waslocked into patterns: vines and swirls and the crisscross
of awoven basket. Thewallswere hung with cloth of woven interlocking diamonds and triangles, with
glittering bits of metal and glass sewn into the center of each shape. | had always pictured life among the
Alashi asmargina at best. That even their leaders would be able to equip themsaves with such rich
decoration was arevelation to me. Perhaps they, alone among their people, livein luxury, | thought.

Sitting cross-legged on an embroidered cushion on alow platform againgt the oppositewall of the tent
was avery old woman. Her back was perfectly straight, and | found mysdlf straightening my own tired
shouldersin nervous response. Her hair hung in long white braids, interwoven with strands of silk cord
and colored stones; she wore a gold necklace looped three times around her neck, with amedallion a
theend. "Janiya," she said to our guide. "Good morning.”

"I'm sorry to disturb you so early, Eldress,” Janiyasaid.
"Y ou never disturb mefor trivia reasons. What do you have for me?'

"Thesetwo." Janiya gestured, and Tamar and | edged forward. "I met them asthey weretrying to enter
the camp. They say they were daves of the Greeks and found their way to us across the desert.”

The eldressraised her eyebrows and glanced at us. "Quite lucky, you finding your way here. We're dl
gathered in one spot right now; if you'd missed us, you could have waked along way before any of us
found you."

"We saw the smoke from your fires, Eldress,”" | said, as Tamar spoke at the sametime: "We were lucky.”

The ddress smiled, thelinesin her face degpening with mild amusement. ™Y ou can get back to your
sgersif you want, Janiya. I'll take care of the new arrivals.”

"Thank you, Eldress." Janiya bowed to her and went out; her face showed clear relief to have us off her
hands.

"Sit with me," the eldress said, gesturing to cushions at her feet. | pulled up acushion and sat down;
Tamar sat beside me. | eased my backpack off and set it on the ground beside me, hoping that | wasn't
violating some odd piece of nomadic etiquette.

"What are your names?' Her voice was gentle. "Tell me how you came here.”
"My nameisLauria" | sad.
"Mineis Tamar."

We hestated, and the old woman prompted, "And your story?'



Though I'd rehearsed this mentaly, | hesitated now, and Tamar spoke before | did. "We were the
concubines of Sophos, commander of the Helladia garrison. Sophos bought mewhen | wasten; Lauria
he bought just afew weeks ago from afriend in Elpisia. Lauriawas a stable hand before she cameto
Sophoss harem; | was akitchen maid." She swallowed, considered what to say next, then went on.
"Lauriawas very new, and she caught the eye of one of the guards. She was able to bribe him and he
agreed to leave the gate unguarded for anight, and to leave a pack of food and supplies where she could
find it. She checked to make sure that the way was clear, then woke me and asked if 1'd like to come
aong. We couldn't all run—not if we were to have any hope of actualy escaping—but Lauriaknew how
much I hated Sophos, how much | hated—everything. So shewoke me, and | told her that I'd escape
with her or dietrying." Her voice shook alittle. "We got out that night, hid in the desert, walked by night
to avoid the hest, and drank water aswe found it. We've been walking for about aweek. I've lost track
of thedays." Shelifted her chin. "Isthat al you wanted to know?"

Tamar'sverson of events had startled me—but, | concluded after amoment's reflection, with her lie she
protected both of us. The Alashi didn't have to know that | would have left Tamar behind if she hadn't
woken up; they aso didn't have to know that she was foolish enough to let hersdlf be captured by
bandits, or what she did to avoid being killed on the spot. Of course, there was the little matter of the
sword strapped to my pack...

The edress glanced from Tamar's face to mine with afaint look of amusement. "The younger speaks for
theelder?

| cleared my throat. "Tamar knowsthat | don't like talking about the harem."

Tamar nodded.

"Generous guard, to give you two pairs of boots. And asword.”

Tamar'slipstwitched and she held out her battered feet in their too-large boots. "We stole dl these."

"l see.” The edresslooked from Tamar's face to mine; she still looked amused, not angry, though | was
quite certain she knew that Tamar had lied—or at least left agreat deal out. She clasped her handsin her
lap. "So," shesad. "Y ou wish to become Alashi.”

"Yes" | sad, as Tamar said, "Of course.”

" 'Of course,' you say. "Why el se would we have come here? you think to yourselves. But perhapswe
will not be quite what you expected. Y ou were not raised among us; you don't know our ways. Y ou
have, in short, been taught to be daves. It falsto usto teach you to be people.” Tamar bristled dightly a
that, and the e dresslaughed at her, alittle unkindly. "Oh yes, my dear. It may take sometime. How old
areyou now?"'

| suspected that Tamar was considering adding some yearsto her total, to make sure she wasn't sent to
livewith children, but after amoment she said, "'Fourteen.”

"Fourteen! That's not so bad. Y ou've only had fourteen yearsto learn to obey, to be helpless, to be
passve"

"Would we be here if we were helpless?' Tamar said.

"Probably not." To the side of the platform where the eldress sat rested a small wooden box, carved with

acongelation of stars and polished to avelvet sheen. The eldress|leaned over to open it; from insde, she
drew out two leather thongs and two beads of a deep, watery blue. She strung a bead on each thong and



tied them off with her gnarled fingers.

"Therewill belessons, my new soldier ssters. And then there will be tests. Some are merdly physica:
you will be taught to ride ahorse, shoot a bow, pack and put up ayurt, survive on the steppe. Othersare
mental: you will have the opportunity to prove that you have unlearned how to be adave. Asyou pass
each test, you will be gifted with a blue bead. When you have passed dl the tests, you will be accepted
asAlashi." She handed each of usanecklace. "Put them on."

"How many tests are there?' | asked, pulling my matted hair out of theway as| put the necklace on. The
lone blue bead rested against my breastbone.

"When you have earned them dl, we will tell you."

Great. Arigged game. | kept my face neutral, but suspected that the el dress guessed my thoughts. She
smiled dightly and then tapped the blue bead with her withered finger. "Thefirst test wasto prove that
you cared enough about your freedom to take it. Y ou proved that by running away from your master and
finding us." She sat back with anod.

"So what do we do now?' Tamar asked, sill afraid that she'd be sent to live with the children.

"We split up in the summer, into subclans and soldier brotherhoods and sisterhoods. Lauriawill gotolive
with the soldier ssters,” the eldress said.

"l want to go with Lauria" Tamar said.
"Ordinarily we would not assign two newcomersto the same band."
"Do you divide ssters?' Tamar asked. "Because we are sisters by blood."

The eldress sat back; for thefirst time, she had the faint smile of one who'd been ever-so-dightly bested.
"No," she said. "We do not separate Ssters—especialy not sisters by blood. Well. 1t was Janiyawho
found you; | will send you to serve with Janiya. Shelll be pleased, no doubt.” The acid tonein her voice
madeit clear she knew Janiyawould be anything but. "I'll have someone take you to her. Therewill bea
feast tonight, to welcome the two of you, and to cel ebrate the end of the spring gathering.” The eldress
struck asmdl brass bell, and ayoung man quickly presented himsdf to escort usto Janiyas
encampment. "Oh," she caled as we reached the door to the tent. "The Greekstell their daves al sorts of
stories about us, so perhaps you'd like to know, you won't be the feast tonight. We don't eat human
flesh, and Prometheus and Arachne don't ask for sacrifices, let donethe lives of young men and women.
We offer our courage and our strength to the gods, not the flesh of former captives. We're not fools
enough to keep poisonous spiders as pets, either, and we don't throw away the lives of new recruitson
meaningless tests of spider bites or walking through flames.™

Although Tamar had insisted that the stories of human sacrifice werelies, | saw adight exhdation of relief
at the eldressswords. Of course, she could be lying, to put us off our guard, | thought. But she hadn't
taken away my sword, and that was agood sign.

"The only peoplewekill in cold blood," the -dress added as we turned away, "are bandits, rapists,
spies, and traitors.”

Tamar smiled at that and gave an approving nod. It took every drop of self-control | possessed to do the
same. Bandits, rapists, spies, and traitors. Well. I'm two out of four. | wonder how they'll execute
meif they figureit out?

Tamar twiddled the bead with her fingers aswe walked acrossthe valey. The Alashi were up for the day



now; people were carrying buckets of water from awell or stream | hadn't seen, hanging laundry, visiting
with friends, mending clothes and boots. A pack of children tore past us; | overheard one of them shout,
"Kill the Greeks! Mount up your horses!" They pantomimed leaping onto horseback, waving sticksin the
arr like swords and spears. | bit my lip, and Tamar smiled alittle to hersdif.

When we reached Janiya's encampment, our male guide bid us an abrupt, embarrassed good-bye; |
realized that somewhere we had crossed a border into femae territory. The eldress had used the term
sgters, and everyonein the camp was awoman. Tamar seemed to be one of the youngest; Janiya, the
woman who'd met us earlier, was probably the oldest at around forty. Tamar glanced at me; | looked
around for Janiya, spotted her, and approached.

She looked us over with clear dismay. "Did the eldress send you to me? Both of you?' We nodded.
"Well. Put your packs down insgde. The sisterhood isjust now gathering, so I'll introduce you to
everyone later."

We stepped into the round tent Janiya had pointed to. Like the edresss, theinside was very different
from the dull exterior. The walls were hung with the same glittering tapestries; the floor was covered with
overlapping wool rugs, and ringed with pillows. Blankets were stacked in a basket near the door. No fire
burned in the center of the tent, but a brightly polished copper kettle caught the sunshine that streamed
down through the smoke hole. We set our packs down near the door and stepped back outside; the air
was cooler insde than out, but the thick wool walls kept out the breeze as well as the heat. We settled
ourselvesin the shade outside. Tamar lay down, her head on her arm; | stayed awake to observe Janiya
and her Sgersin-arms.

More women trickled in, in ones and twos, throughout the morning. Many clearly hadn't seen each other
inawhile and greeted each other with clear warmth and excitement. Janiyawas more formal with the
women, clasping amsingtead of hugging them. People glanced at Tamar and me with evident curiosity,
and | saw Janiyamurmur explanationsto afew of them. | twisted my blue bead on itsthong, wondering if
Kyross aeriko was watching me right now. If it had been around, it certainly hadn't been very useful. |
had assumed | would fedd more certain of my footing once | reached the Alashi, but if anything, | felt
more out of place and nervousthan | had in Sophos's harem.

With effort, | recollected mysdlf. Thefirst step isthe same asit's always been, | told mysdf. Observe.
Unlike an aeriko, | could be trusted to analyze and draw conclusions based on what | saw, and to
properly report those conclusions. Anyone who dedt with aerika knew they smply withheld anything we
didn't specificaly ask for.

So. The women here were meeting again for thefirgt timein awhile. The eldress had said that the Alashi
split into smal bandsfor the dry summer season, both subclans—families, | thought | would probably
cal those—and soldier ssterhoods and brotherhoods. Presumably Janiya commanded a soldier
sisterhood. It made sense, | thought, to keep the young men and women separate if they were supposed
to concentrate on their military skills. The Sisterhood of the Weavers maintained asmal, independent
army of swords-women; they were kept strictly separate from men. I'd encountered afew of these
swordswomen on my errand to the Sisterhood. 1'd been tempted, at the time, to ask if they were
recruiting, but had ended up returning to Kyros, as| dwaysdid.

| wondered how the Alashi spent their winterstisurely not in one big camp like this one. I'd have to ask
later.

All the women seemed to own weapons, though they were something of amixed collection. Some
owned short, broad swords that |ooked like they'd been stolen from a Penelopeian armory; others
owned curved swords like mine. Others had daggers or spears. Nearly everyone had abow and a quiver



of arrows. The wegpons were asimmaculately kept as any military commander could ask for—the
blades clean and sharp, the leather scabbards well oiled. Greek commanders often owned swords that
were as much jewdry aswespons, with gems set into the handle or at the base of the blade, but Janiyals
sword seemed as plain and functiond as everyone e se's.

All the women wore loose linen trousers with atunic over them, and an embroidered vest over that. |
saw bits and pieces of armor stashed around campuleather vests, padded hel mets, gauntlets—but
gpparently they put it on only if they were expecting trouble.

A few of the soldier Ssters had sat near mein the shade of the yurt and | could overhear their
conversation a bit. Two of the women were ayear or two younger than me: Erdene and Saken. | caught
their names after afew minutes of listening. Thethird, Ruan, was abit older. Erdene and Saken seemed
very close; they suffered Ruan's presence, | decided after listening for afew minutes, mostly out of
respect for her seniority rather than fondness for her personaly.

"l can't believe you're back," Saken said to Erdene with alaugh. "I heard at the beginning of gathering
that you spent dl winter..."

"| can't believe I'm back, either," Erdene said. "1 swear on Arachnesweb, Arai and | did it every night."
She sghed deeply. "But | bled just last week. I'm definitely not pregnant.”

Saken shook her head with afond smile. "You'l just haveto try again next winter."

Erdene brightened alittle at the prospect. "But for now, I'll haveto cut off my hair." She raked her
fingersthrough black curlsthat barely reached her shoulders, and let out her breath in an audible wistful
sgh. "It'samost long enough to braid properly.”

"I've got the scissorsright here," Ruan said, holding up aset of shears.
"Thanks, but no thanks, Ruan, | think I'll wait until sundown at least,” Erdene said.

Ruan set the scissors down alittle ftiffly, and Saken took pity on her. "Give them to Erdene; she can cut
my hair now," shesaid.

Erdene took the scissors and trimmed Saken's hair, cutting it into aneat black cap. "Are you ready to
lose your locks, Ruan?' Saken asked when she was done. Ruan nodded, and Saken trimmed her hair as
Erdene had trimmed hers.

| touched my own matted hair, which undoubtedly reeked of sweat and long-curdled perfume, and was
tempted to go ask for the scissorsimmediately. But there was clearly away that these things were done,
and | didn't want to dip out of step, unknowing, if | didn't haveto.

Asthe sun rosein the sky, Ruan built the fire up abit, then brought apot out from the yurt; a short while
later | smelled the familiar, earthy smell of lentils and rice. Saken wandered by at around midday and
asked, "Isit dmost ready? I'm famished." Inhaing the smell of cooking lentils, my nervousness had been
amost replaced by ravenous hunger. When was the last time I'd eaten? Just the previous day, | realized
after afew moments, but it had been only afragment of food. There was till alittle bit of cheesein our
bag, I'd hoarded our food so carefully, and for amoment | was amost tempted to go get it. No, |
thought. I'll wait and eat with everyoneese.

Tamar roused as Ruan and Saken carried apot out of the yurt. "Are we eating?' she asked, her voice
gill alittle hazy from deep. | stood up; Tamar clung to my arm, and we turned toward the pot of rice and
lentilslike the gtarving vagabonds we were.



Erdene had brought out earthenware bowls; they were golden-red and decorated with pictures of horses.
Ruan filled abowl for Erdene, and abowl for Saken; others from the camp lined up quickly and got their
food. When everyone el se had been served, Tamar and | stepped forward.

Ruan looked us up and down with asneer. "Ah yes. New arrivalsto share our food; how lucky we are,
to get two at once." She dropped the ladle back into the pot. "Until the wel come banquet tonight, you are
not in Janiyas sword sisterhood. See to your own food."

Tamar fell back a step, her face going red, then white. But she was too proud to beg, and | wastoo
desperate to avoid attracting suspicion. "We have food in our bag,” | whispered to her, thinking faintly of
thetiny morsels of cheese that remained. "We can et that.”

Tamar shook her heed, her lipstight. "Wait here," she said, and limped quickly into the yurt. She returned
amoment later with the cheese, and unfolded the rag it was wrapped in. ™Y ou must be very poor, to
have nothing to share with ahungry stranger,” she said to Ruan. "Here. We share our surpluswith you."
And she set the cheese down on the ground, and stalked away .

Saken laughed out loud. "I'd yield now if | were you, Ruan." When Ruan neither picked up the cheese
nor the ladle, Saken rolled her eyes, picked up the cheese and two bowls, and filled them herself.
"Welcome to both of you, and | accept your invitation to share food. My name is Saken." She handed a
bowl to Tamar, and abowl to me. "Sit beside me, new sisters, and eat.” She added, in alow, kind voice,
"Y ou can tell me your names when you'vefilled your somachs.”

| devoured the bowl and sherefilled it, offering me awaterskin when | dowed down. | quenched my
thirgt, then ate some more of the lentils and rice. For thefirst time since leaving Sophoss house, | was
neither thirsty nor hungry. Saken, | noticed when | finally stopped to look up, had eaten the cheese.

"My nameisLauria" | said after scraping thelast of the lentils from the bowl. "Thisis Tamar."
"You have aGreek name," she observed.

"l have a Greek father."

"The man you escaped from?"

"No. | was sold, not long ago."

"Wedon't talk about that here," Ruan muttered, glaring balefully at Saken.

"It doesn't give them much to talk about if they can't mention their old lives," Saken said.
"What's your point?*

"It doesn't matter,” Tamar said. "We don't wish to talk about it."

Saken picked up the scissors from where they were lying on the ground. "During the summer, when
we're serving as sword ssters, we al wear our hair short, for convenience.”

"And safety,” added a short woman with acleft chin.

"My sster Erdene was planning to wait until sunset, but if you'd like to trim your hair now, you are
welcometo.”

Tamar's eyes flashed, and she snatched up the scissors, took her hair in one hand, and dashed it off ina
sngletangled mass. It fell to the ground, nearly aslong as her arm. " Sophos never let us cut our hair," she



murmured, forgetting Ruan'srule dreedy.

Saken laughed, showing crooked teeth and adimple. "Actualy, it's cusomary to cut each other's hair; |
probably should have mentioned that. Maybe Lauria can even it out for you, and then you can cut hers.”

Flushing scarlet to her ears, Tamar put the scissors down; | trimmed her hair to match Ruan's and
Saken's, and then Tamar took the scissors and cut mine. My neck felt suddenly cool even in the hot sun.
"Noloss," | said, looking down at the hair around me. "It was tangled past redemption, | think."

We gathered up our shorn hair and, on Saken'singtructions, tossed it into agrowing pile left by the
others. Hegped together like drying grain, the shades of hair were in stark contrast. Thanksto my Greek
ancestry, my own hair wasn't the pure black of Saken's—it was adark nut brown, though so coated with
dust it was hard to redlly seethe color. Tamar's hair, when clean, was aimost red. Saken'shair was as
black asaraven'sfeathers and amost straight, but Ruan's had alittle curl to it. I'm not the only Alashi

to have a Greek father. | thought, and wondered which of the other sword sisters here had themselves
been born as daves—or who had a mother or afather who'd once crossed the steppe like Tamar and |
hed.

Saken escorted us back to the yurt, with Erdene tagging along, and had us empty out our bags. Then she
ingpected our clothes. My boots passed muster, but Tamar's boots made her bite her lip and shake her
head disgpprovingly. "Youll need apair that actualy fit. I'll take these back to my subclan and seeif
maybe someone's outgrown a pair recently and could trade with you.”

"What do we do about our clothes?' | asked.
"The Unegenda will give you linen and you can make new clothes."
"The... Who?"'

"Our sponsor subclan. They take care of material needs that we can't meet for ourselves. We herd afew
animalss, of course, but the subclan provides most of our food, our clothing, and so on. Every subclan
supports one of the brotherhoods or sisterhoods.”

| nodded, pretending that | understood, while wondering what to do next: did | find the subclan and ask?
Did Saken ask for me? Would thread be provided aswell, and needles? The clotheswere in adifferent
style from the Greek clothes I'd worn in Kyross household; | wasn't even sure how to cut the cloth for
clothes of thisstyle. | was afraid that if | asked too many questions, 1'd appear foolish. Like someone
who couldn't even begin to smply watch and imitate.

"I'll ask for cloth when I'm looking for apair of bootsfor Tamar. Y ou can wear those things for now,”
Saken said, answering at least one of my questions and reassuring methat | didn't haveto ask. "Sit
down, Tamar, and let me get the measure of your feet.”

Tamar sat and pressed the sole of her foot against the boot that Saken held up; Saken marked where her
toes reached with a piece of chalk. "Y ou should show her your feet, Tamar,” | said softly, and at Saken's
quizzical look Tamar unwrapped her feet. | rose to my own kneesto take alook.

The cuts, to my relief, had not festered, but they hadn't healed well, either. Saken looked them over and
quickly sent for awoman named Maydan, who apparently was known for abit of knowledge and a
gentle touch. "This one probably should have been stitched when it happened,” Maydan said, tracing the
largest cut with her forefinger. "Too late now, and it looks to be healing as well as can be expected. I'll
wash your foot and bandage you up again, and tell Janiyato go easy on you for afew days, until it hedls

properly.”



"Thank you,” Tamar said iffly. | knew that her instinct wasto ing st that she could wash her own damn
foot, but Saken's kindness had disarmed her a bit and she was able to show amodicum of graciousness.
Maydan sponged off the injuries and wrapped Tamar'sfoot again, thistime in clean new linen.

Saken returned before sunset with adifferent pair of boots and some clothes ready-made.
"Hand-me-downs," she said happily, waving the bundle at us. "Come on back into the yurt and you can

try everything on."

Saken'sfamily had been perfectly happy to exchange an outgrown pair of boots for a pair that would
actualy fit her fast-growing younger brother, and had sent the two of us some outgrown clothing besides.
Saken outfitted each of uswith apair of dark brown wool pants, aleather belt, adun-colored linen tunic,
and awhite linen head scarf that shielded our bare necks from the sun. The only thing we lacked was an
embroidered vest of thick black wooal, like the one Saken wore. "Y ou'll make your own vestslater,” she
said. "We make new ones each year anyway. For now at least you've got some clothes, and they fit you
jugfine”

They did fit us, Saken clearly had an excellent eye. Tamar buttoned her tunic and buckled her leather belt
with an dmost exaggerated care; | thought of the flimsy shiftswe'd worn in the harem and wondered
what sheld had to wear as akitchen maid. | probably wouldn't have had a belt as a stable hand,
either, | thought, and fingered the leather strap. Tamar was far too fascinated by her own new clothesto
notice my own reaction to mine, but Seken might.

The sun was going down; Ruan had built up the campfire abit and the rest of the ssterhood had
gathered. At Saken'sinvitation, Tamar and | sat down beside her and Erdene; afew minutes|ater, we
belatedly leapt to our feet, imitating everyone e se. Janiyahad arrived.

Janiyasmiled broadly around the circle, basking for amoment in the affection of her troops. "It'sbeen a
good winter," she said, and there was aripple of amusement through the sisterhood. "But it's going to be
an even better summer." A shriek of gpprova. "We have two new sigters, Tamar and Lauria"" She
waved in our direction, and everyone turned to |ook, though I'd have sworn anyone curious had taken a
good hard look at us during the long afternoon. " To welcome them, and to celebrate our new season
together, we feast tonight! But don't stuff yoursalf sick; we break camp at dawn tomorrow and head out
onto the steppe.” Janiya sat down, dished herself some of the food, and everyone seimmediately dug
in.

The"feadt," such asit was, featured mostly goat meat; it wasn't aterribly young goat, and the meat was
greasy and gamey. | hadn't been fussy when | ate that afternoon, | was so hungry, but now that | was no
longer on the brink of starvation | noticed how strange the spiceswere, not at al like the Greek spices|
was used to. Therice and lentils were mixed with a Strange sauce; there were vegetablesin the mix, but
amall pieces. | was hungry enough that | dug in with awill anyway, but | knew that within afew weeksl
would be very tired of the taste of Alashi food.

"Where do you get the rice and lentils?' | asked Saken. "Y ou don't grow them, do you?"

Shelaughed. "No, we don't grow them. We trade for them with the people north of the steppe; just
because the Greeks think we're dangerous outlaws doesn't mean the rest of the world feelsthat way."

"What do you—" | paused. "What do we trade for them?"

"Horses, mostly. Our horses are the best anywhere, everyone knows that. We a so keep our eyes open
for karenite, that's a pretty stone you can find on the steppe—we carveit into shapes and make it into
jewdry. There's a constant demand for it."



"And the weapons? Where do they come from?”

"Some of them come from raids on the Greeks, others we trade for, others we make. That's an awfully
nice sword you've got; you're lucky."

Saken scraped her plate clean, sucking every drop of juice and gravy from her fingers, and | imitated her.
We scrubbed our plates with sand when we were done, and wiped them clean, stacking them in the yurt,
where they would be packed in the morning. Saken came by to give each of usasmall clay cup of
something; expecting water or wine, | took aready swallow and nearly gagged. It was something thick
and sour; forcing down what wasin my mouth, | smelled it cautioudy. "It'skumiss" Saken said.
"Fermented mares milk." She was enthusiastic and | tried to force a smile and nod while sneaking alook
at Tamar, to see how shewas reacting to it. Tamar's expression was far more openly shocked than mine;
then she set her jaw and drained the cup.

| took a deep breath and steeled mysdlf to do the same, but then changed my mind, afraid that | would
gag and vomit up my dinner. Instead, | took another Sip. Another. It was alcohalic; | tried to tell myself
that it was merely bad wine, but the worst pisswater I'd ever drunk at least didn't have the
throat-clogging sticky thickness of this stuff. | forced down another sip, wanting to discreetly dump it out
but fearing that someone would see me—for dl | knew, it might congtitute sacrilege of somekind to
throw it away. | looked down in the cup; onefina gulp would do it. | stedled mysdlf, downed it, and
shuddered.

"Y ou finished that fast!" observed awoman Sitting near us. "Would you like some more?"

"No! Thank you." | saw the look of mirth on her face after I'd answered and redlized that she knew
perfectly well what | thought of the Stuff, and was teasing me. | managed aghost of asmilein return.

The fire was burning down; Erdene tossed on more of the dried anima manure the Alashi used asfud. A
gust of wind made it flicker, then flare higher momentarily; | saw that Ruan was watching meand
smirking. | scowled and turned away from her. Erdene fetched abig kettle and placed it in the flamesto
heat.

One of the other women had dipped away from camp afew minutes ago; now she was back, carrying a
sack. "I've got thewool," she said, with abroad smile. "It'stime.”

Ruan went into the yurt and returned with alarge straw mat; one of the other women helped her unroll it
into arectangle the sze of avery large rug. Then she hed up the scissors. "Anyone left?' she said.

Erdene stepped forward, sighing dolefully, and Ruan gave the scissors to Saken. With aflourish, Saken
snipped off Erdené's black curls, and tossed them into the pile with the rest of the hair. "That's al of us,”
Erdenesaid.

Erdene and Saken held open alarge sack; Maydan, the woman who'd tended Tamar's feet, gathered up
the shorn hair and dumped it into the sack. When every scrap had been retrieved, the sack was closed
and shaken vigoroudy, then emptied out onto the reed mat. The women carefully distributed the hair so
that it was evenly scattered over the mat; there was enough that at least a scattering of hair could reach
from end to end. Even with it al mixed together, | thought | saw ahandful of reddish hair that had come
from Tamar. Then they took out big handfuls of black wool from the other sack, and spread it out over
the mat, fluffy, thick, and even.

"The water'sready," Erdene said.

Janiya had stood back for this entire operation; now she took her place at one end of the mat and



gestured; the ssterhood formed acircle around it, clasping hands. | counted, for thefirst time: with Tamar
and me, there were twenty-one women in the sisterhood. "We are sisters, bound through our duty,”
Janiyasaid. "We are ssters, bound in shared water. We are ssters, bound through the mingling of our
bodies." She paused, and Saken and Erdene picked up the kettle and poured steaming water down over
thewoal, hair, and mat, soaking every inch.

"Bound in Arachne'stightest web; wrapped in Arachne's purest cloth,” Janiyasaid. "Bind ustogether,
bind us together, make us one.”

We broke the circle and stepped back; three of the other women rolled up the mat, the wet wool and
hair bound insde. They each pinned the, mat under one kneeto pressit tightly together. When it was
done, they tied it shut. Theritual complete, Saken happily brought out the jug of kumiss again, but
thankfully didn't try to force any of it on me,

"What was that about?' Tamar whispered. | shrugged. Saken couldn't have overheard, but she came
over when she was donefilling cupsto explain.

"WEell drag that along behind our horses tomorrow," she said. "Thewool and our hair will lock together
and become black felt—we cal it sgter-cloth. Well cut up the felt and use it to make vests.” She smiled
and lifted thejug. "More kumiss?'

"No thank you," | said.

Her facefell dightly and she said, "Y ou've been through alot. If you want to go lie down, | can show you
whereyoull deep.”

"I'd appreciate that," | said, so Saken showed meto aspot in one of the yurts. Apparently | was
supposed to just lie down on the rugs on the floor; she gave me one of the pillows—it had a quilted
applique of a sun and a spider—and a blanket, which was relatively unadorned, only having dternating
dripes of ydlow and white.

"Good night," she said kindly.

Tamar lay down beside me. "Y ou can stay out by thefireif you want,” | said as she curled upinthe
blanket Saken had given her. ™Y ou don't have to go to bed early just because | am.”

"Thanks," Tamar said. "Saken isnice, but I'd rather not be out there al on my own."

The blanket smelled rather strongly of sheep. | had expected to lie awake worrying—about my mission,
about the tests to come, about Ruan, about Janiyatibut | had underestimated how truly exhausted | was.
The rugs were less comfortable than my soft bed back a Kyros's house, but they were agreat deal more
comfortable than the ground had been while we weretraveling. | fel adegp amost immediately.

"Laurid"

Weaking with Tamar's face before me, for one moment of dizzying terror | thought | was back in Sophoss
harem. But | smelled wood smoke and curried goat and woal felt, and amoment later the memory of our
trip caught up with me. "What?' | whispered. "What'swrong?'

"Y ou were moaning in your deep, whimpering. | thought you were having anightmare.”

| lay back down. "l think | was," | said. "Thank you for waking me."



"Shut up,” another voice hissed out of the dark; | wasn't sure whose. "Bad enough when blossoms snore

| fell slent and put my head back down, but now | couldn't deep. After awhile, | got up—I was deeping
close to the door—and tiptoed out. The stars were fading, but it wasn't yet dawn. | suppose it's not
surprising that | can't fall back to sleep. Just yesterday, this would still have been prime walking
time. | wrapped my blanket around my shoulders and sat down, wondering if there was something useful
| could do, since | was up. Probably, but | had no ideawhat. | could fetch water if | knew where the
bucket was. And how to get to that stream | saw yesterday. And how to get back here from the stream.
| Sghed. | fet very logt, and very foreign. Even for Tamar, | suspected, thisdidn't exactly fed like
coming home.

| heard arustle behind me. "Hey," Tamar whispered. "I couldn't deep.”

"If we're going to it around and talk we should probably go alittle farther from theyurt,” | whispered,
thinking of the vicious hissinsde. She nodded, and we strolled over to the banked codls of last night's
fire. Therolled-up reed mat ill lay on the ground nearby.

"What do you think so far?' Tamar asked.
"I'd rather hear what you think," | said.

Shetook adeep breath and let it out in awhoosh. "The Alashi are everything | ever dreamed they were,"
shesad. "Everything | ever dreamed of becoming.” She studied the ground and half smiled. "1 kind of
wish | were one of them aready and didn't have to go through their tests.” She pulled the blue bead out
from under her shirt and studied it in thedim light. "And Ruan'sajerk."

"| think there are jerks everywhere."
"Yeah." Tamar Sghed again. "It'sjus—well. I'm sure you'reright."

They sky was lightening from black to charcod gray; there was enough light now for meto clearly make
out the shapes of the camp around me. Somewhere far away, | heard the single low tone of ahorn made
from a sheep's horn. Then another; then another. Beyond the camp, we could hear the vast rustle of
thousands of Alashi ftirring. Dawn approached; the camp was awaking.

| turned back to the yurt. Ruan stood in the doorway. From her face, | thought she'd been there for some
time; sheld probably heard ustaking about her. Tamar saw aswell, and | saw her gorigid. "Beeasy,” |
whispered in her ear. "She dready hated us." Tamar smiled, then laughed. She straightened her skinny
shoulders and waved brightly at Ruan. "Good morning!" she caled. Ruan narrowed her eyes and
stomped away. For thefirst time since we had arrived at the Alashi camp, | felt my stomach unknot

dightly.
CHAPTER FIVE

"Laurial Tamar!" Janiyarode up, leading two horses behind her. ™Y ou'll both need horsesfor theride
out. These two mares are gentle and predictable—suitable mounts for inexperienced riders. Have either
of you ridden ahorse before?"

Tamar shook her head. | nodded: "l used to work in the stables."



"Among the Alashi, you'l ill find that you'll need agentle mount &t first." She dismounted. "Tamar, youll
ride Kesh. Lauria, you'l ride Kara. Take the reins and follow me; we're going to need to step outside of
campto learn the basics”

Tamar took the reinsin her hand, looking like she expected the horse to try to take a bite out of her. |
wasglad | didn't haveto feign that sort of nervousness. | took the reins with more confidence; our horses
plodded camly behind us until we were beyond the tents and out on the open hills.

The Alashi saddle was different from the Greek style. It came up high in front and in back, and was made
with much more padding. The stirrups were better made and better attached, though they were so far off
the ground | wondered how anyone actualy got her foot up into one.

"The basics of riding ahorseredly arentt that difficult,” Janiyasaid. " Always approach from the horse's
left sde. To get on, hold the saddle, put your foot in the stirrup, step up, and swing your leg over." She
demongtrated. | followed her lead, then watched Tamar. Tamar could barely reach the tirrup with her
foot, but she grabbed the saddle, sivung herself up, and landed, exhilarated, on the horse's back. Janiya
nodded dightly, unsmiling. "There you go. To get off, you just reverse the process. Tuck your foot into
the ftirrup, grab the saddle, swing your leg back over, and lower yoursdlf to the ground.” | dismounted,;
Tamar hesitantly followed dong again, diding gracefully to her feet beside the horse.

"Totdl your horse to move forward, nudge her alittle with your knees. And sit back when you want her
to dow down or stop, or pull her the reins—gently. Y ou don't have to intimidate your horse; these are
horses we give to children to ride. They want to take you where you want to go—just tell them, gently,
wherethat isand they'll doit." Shelooked gravely from my face to Tamar's, satisfied with whatever she
found there, she went on. "To guide her in adirection, for now, you can turn her head gently with the
reins. To go to theright, tug to theright; left, tug to the left. When you fall off—and you will, sooner or
later—try to land on your side and roll. Now mount again, and well practice.”

Contrary to Janiya's apparent fears, Tamar had a gentle, almost cautious touch with her horse. We rode
our horses a awalk out to alarge boulder and then back, severa times. The saddle was more
comfortableto st in than the Greek saddle, but had astrange, foreign fedl; comfortable or not, it wasn't
what | was used to. Just aswell. It would make it easier for meto look uncomfortable, and lesslikey
that I'd find myself executed with the bandits and rapists. ..

When Janiyawas satisfied that we were comfortable with walking, she had us encourage our horsesto a
faster pace. Back again, Janiyawas reasonably pleased. "Y ou can dismount now," she said. "L ead your
horses back to the camp; you'll fetch water for them, then well al pack to leave." Tamar watched me
stroke Karas neck and carefully mimicked me. That brought areluctant smileto Janiyaslips. "Well have
some treats for the horses before we go. Y ou can each feed your horse an apple, so that Kesh and Kara
will know that yourether friends.”

When we returned from the stream with buckets of water, Saken bustled over to give usingructionson
what to do to help get the Sisterhood ready to leave. She put Tamar to work counting waterskins and
checking each for leaks, she had me shovel scoops of lentils from a huge hegp into smaller sacks of oiled
linen, then loosely sew each sack shut when | was done. Five of the other women joined Sakenin
dismantling the yurts. They came apart in pieces. Firg the contents were moved out and packed up:
every rug, hanging, trunk, and spindle. Then the huge pieces of black wool that formed the roof and the
walls were taken down and rolled up. This exposed the skeleton of the yurt, a series of panels of
crisscrossed wood, lashed together. The thongs and ropes that bound them together were painstakingly
untied, and the panels that formed the framework were stacked and tied together. Findly, the ashesfrom
the hearth at the center (though | hadn't seen afire burning insgde since | arrived) were carefully swept

avay.



Whiledl thiswas going on, most of the other women had |eft the camp. | found out where they'd gone
when they returned with an entire herd of animals. There were at least two horses for each
woman—each woman had a primary mount, like Karaand Kesh, but there were plenty to spare. The
herd dso included camels, goats, and sheep; findly, there were three dogs that tore excitedly around our
camp before trotting obediently to Janiya, to help keep the sheep and goats from wandering off.

Though Tamar and | tried to help, and Saken tried to let us, we were more of a hindrance than anything
elsefor the next step: everything in the camp, from swordsto lentils, jewery to rugs, yurt frameto
leftover dried animal dung, was loaded onto the animals. The horses bore some of it; the camels bore the
rest. Every animal was |oaded with a precise, balanced |oad, tied so that it wouldn't bounce and bruise
them, or rub badly and leave a sore. Even Kesh and Karawere loaded with waterskins and some of the
food. To the back of one horse's saddle, Janiyatied two ropesthat hung dack; those went to the
rolled-up reed mats that crushed black wool together with our shorn hair. "These will drag along behind,”
Saken explained. "Bouncing over the ground helpsto compressthefibers.”

We were ready before most of the other Alashi. Our camp was atiny, bare hole in the till-roiling sea of
yurts, animals, and people. | expected to ride out at that point, but there seemed to be one last task;
everyone gtill stood by her horse, holding the reins and waiting. And then—a short blast from ahorn. The
eldress gpproached, sitting gracefully on ahuge black horse. "Janiya," she said gravely, and Janiya placed
her hand flat over her heart and bowed.

"All has been made ready,” Janiyasaid.
"Until theriversreturn,” the ddress said.
"May it be soon.”

"For now, take thiswith my trust and blessings." The eldress presented Janiyawith ahorn; it was smdll
and curved, made from a polished sheep's horn, not much bigger than my hand. Meta had been fitted
around it, and achain to that, and Janiyahung it carefully around her neck.

"Y oull take the Ash River grazing grounds for the summer. Wewill seeyou at thefdl gathering.”
Janiyasduted again, then lifted the horn to her lipsand blew.

"Move out!" she ordered. We mounted our horses, and | rode out onto the open steppe with Janiyas
ssterhood.

The mood, riding out, was festive. Saken and three others urged their horsesto agallop, racing across
the plain ahead of the herd animals and the rest of us; Saken'sfriend Erdene took aturn riding the horse
dragging thefdlt, and chatted with Tamar and me. "What are the Ash River grazing grounds?’ Tamar
asked.

"The Ash River isalittle creek that runsthrough that part of the steppe; it'sfed by aspring and runs even
inthe summer. We cdl it the Ash River because the stones on the bottom are gray, like ashes. They're
excdllent grazing grounds. | think the eldressis being nice to us because we have two new recruits.” She
sadit kindly, but Tamer flushed alittle anyway. "The Alashi al split up during the summer; there's
nowhere with enough water and grassto take care of all of usand all our animalsfor very long. The
unmarried men and women split off into sword brotherhoods and sword sisterhoods.” Erdene sighed, a
little bitterly. "The subclans... well, some of them stay nearby. Otherstravel north to trade for lentilsand
rice, things we can't grow ourselves."

"Erdene!" It was Saken, circling back, another woman beside her, and with aquick smile, Erdene



switched back to her own horse and urged it forward to join Saken, while the new woman mounted the
horse that was dragging the felt.

Riding in the back with Tamar, | observed the other women as carefully as| could. There was Ruan,
who seemed so intent on intimidating us, everyone, | decided, was cordid to her, but she had no specia
friend. Of course, Janiya had no specia friends, either. The commander rode near the middle of the
group, yet aone. Erdene and Saken were clearly best friends; Maydan, the hedler, rode beside the
woman who'd offered me more kumiss—Jolay, | remembered her name was, and she had amusical
laugh that carried over the steppe better than Janiyas horn.

Toward the end of the morning, Jolay took aturn with the felt. Maydan dropped back to ride beside her.
"Have you met Maydan?' Jolay asked us.

"They'vemet me but | don't think they've met you," Maydan said. "1 patched up Tamar's feet when they
arived.”

"They met me," Jolay said with mock indignation. "Alone of al the agters, | persondly made certain that
they had sufficient kumiss during the celebration last night.”

Maydan giggled. "I'm surethey deeply appreciated it." She gave me asidelong smilethat madeit clear
that she, like Jolay, was aware that newcomersto the Alashi weren't dways fond of the Stuff.

"Yeah, well, | think | deserve some credit for my hospitdity.”

"They say the Greeks have servants that do nothing but pour wine—maybe well make you the
kumiss-pourer for the ssterhood.”

" You get out of real work because of your talents; | don't know why | should have to pick up manure
when I'm o talented at pouring kumiss,” Jolay said.

We stopped to rest at midday. "Y ou two are doing well," Janiyasaid, as Tamar and | did to the ground.
Tamar moved gingerly; her legs were dready aching, | knew, and raw from the saddle. Since | was used
toriding, | felt abit better than she did—but even for me, it had been close to amonth now since I'd bid
good-bye to Zhade, and the saddle was not shaped quite like a Greek saddle. My body held aches |
hadn't felt inalong time. | stretched my muscles, wishing 1'd done so before mounting the horse to begin
with, then sat down with the others and took a share of lunch: mare's-milk cheese, thin flat bread that had
been cooked that morning, and dried apples. The cheese was sour but not too bad—better by far than
the vile milk drink Jolay had offered me more of. | had abad feding that I'd be drinking kumiss again,
and probably soon.

Maydan wandered back over aswe were finishing our cheese. "How are your legs doing?' she asked.
"Any soreness?"

"I'mfine" Tamar said.
"Me, too," | said. | had some aches, but not that bad.

May dan laughed. "Janiyawasright,” she said. " She thought you were both the 'I'm fine, leave me alone
type. Drop your pants; I'm taking alook at your legs mysdlf.”

Tamar's face went red to her ears—Ruan was staring at us both with an amused smile—but | wastoo
panicked to fed shame. Would Maydan be able to read my past in my skin? The look on May dan'sface
madeit clear that | was not going to be ableto get out of this; setting my teeth, | untied the drawstring of
my pants and let Maydan check mefor saddle sores. To my intense relief, her touch was light and her



examination very brief. "No bligters,” she said. "Y ou're not o bad. Hereé'sa salve, spread it on each night
if you think you need it." She dapped asmdl clay pot into my hand. It reeked of unwashed wooal.
Tamar's saddle soresrated asigh, a scolding for having lied about her condition, and alarger pot of save
with stricter ingtructionsto useit. Tamar withdrew with the pot to amore private spot and returned afew
minutes|ater, sill waking gingerly.

"Whet fragilelittle gpple blossomsyou are," Ruan said. "Needing salve from ahedler just toride a
horse.”

| ignored her and stalked back to my horse, putting the pot into one of the open saddlebags near the
back. "Oh, you must think you're going to need it, too," Ruan cdled after me. "Y ou're kegping it right
whereyou can get at it..."

"That'sright,” | said. "1 might need the pot to throw at your head.”

| thought there was aripple of amusement, but for the most part the sisterhood seemed to beignoring
both Ruan's taunts and my response. Ruan stepped closer to me, her eyes narrowing. "Maybe you don't
know how we settle our differences here, blossom, so I'll fill you in. When wefight, we fight. Unarmed
combat: fistsand feet. Till someone gives up. And anytime you want to chalenge me, dave girl, just let
me know." She turned on one hedl and strode away.

Despite mysdf, | was shaken. | didn't actudly really fear that Ruan could hurt me; Sophos had been able
to rape me because he was armed, | was drugged, and | wasn't suspicious until it wastoo late. The knife
that had been within my grasp flashed briefly through my mind; | pushed it away. | could hold my ownin
afair fight. But it could compromise my identity. Though undoubtedly daves fought among themsdaves
occasiondly, | had picked fights with most of the boysin my neighborhood. | doubted that your average
six-year-old dave girl had scrapped with the other dave children quite so often.

| glanced at Tamar; she was white-faced and white-lipped. Definitely not someone who thought back to
fistfights with neighbor boyswith mild nogtagia. In Tamar's experience, araised fist meant abeating. A
dave who fought with another dave would likely be punished; adave who raised her hand to her master
might well bekilled. | finished tucking the salve away and squatted down next to Tamar. " She doesn't
ownus," | whispered. "If shetriesto hurt you, just hurt her back.”

Tamar shook her head, not saying anything.

"Don't worry if you don't know how to fight. They'll teach us soon enough.” And if they don't, I'll teach
you how to make a fist and swing when the other person isn't looking. Before | do—whatever it is
that Kyros has me do. You deserve better than to be a target for bullies like Kuan.

We rode through the afternoon and into the twilight; the light was fading and we were il riding. | had
begun to wonder if we were Smply going to ride through the night when someone crested alow rise and
cdled, "Thereitid" There were glad exclamations around us, and we al urged our tired horses faster.

"It" turned out to be asmdll cairn of sones marking awell. Janiya unpacked a bucket with along rope
tied to its handle and then coiled neatly ingde the bucket. Over the wdll, she quickly fitted together a
small frame so that the rope could be drawn over abar instead of pulled straight up. Findly, she drove a
metd stake with aloop at one end straight into the ground, and tied the loose end of the rope to the
stake. She lowered the bucket down into the well; we heard afaint splash asit hit thewater. "Right,” she
said to meand Tamar. "Start drawing water.”

It was one of the few tasks that we couldn't screw up. Another bucket appeared moments later, and we
took turns, one of us drawing up the new bucket of water and draining it into the second bucket, and the



other carrying the second bucket to wherever water seemed to be needed now: to the animd trough,
firgt, for the horses, goats, sheep, and camds, then, when all the animals had drunk their fill, to a second
trough, where the women refilled their waterskins. Findlly, alarge metal kettle was set out, and wefilled
that. It took along time, and by the end, our arms and backs were as sore as our legs.

While we drew water, the other women set up the camp: the framework for the yurt was lashed together,
the wool and canvas was bound to it, the roof drawn over the top. Dried anima dung was unpacked and
lit; some of the water we'd drawn was mixed with rice and lentils and set over thefire. The horsesand
camelswere al unloaded, the horses saddles removed, and the horses rubbed down and groomed as
well asfed and watered—Karaand Kesh aswell. The sistersworked together efficiently; | wondered
whose job drawing water would have been, sincel saw no one standing idle.

When the troughs were full and seemed to be staying full, dinner was ready. Ruan served the stew; she
made no comment as she dished up lentils and rice for me or Tamar, but she made no eye contact, either.
| was aready growing tired of Alashi spices, and had little appetite for the food, though | finished my
bowl.

"Isitdl rightif | havealittle more?' Tamar asked.

Ruan held out her hand in response; Tamar handed her the bowl and Ruan filled it again. | thought of the
meager portions at Sophoss—foreign spices or not, for Tamar it was atresat just to be ableto fill her
somach.

To my relief, the kumiss didn't come out; everyone just got out the blankets and went to deep. Tamar
and | dept in the same yurt weld dept in the previous night; in addition to us and Ruan, five other women
dept insde: Saken, Erdene, Maydan, Jolay, and awoman | didn't know yet. The stranger unrolled her
blanket close to mine; she had raven-black hair and dark eyes, and smelled faintly of incense. No one
redlly had the energy for conversation, but she flashed me abrief smileasshelaid out her bed. "I'm
Zhanng," she sad. "It's nice to have you with us."

"Thank you," | said. A moment too late, | heard the dight bitter edgein my voice.

Zhanna sat back on her hedls, running her fingers through her cropped hair to work alittle of the sand
out. "No, | meanit," shesaid. "I love getting new people. I've served with the ssterhood for eight
summers now, and it's nice to spend alittle time with someone | don't already know."

Acrossthetent, | heard a contemptuous grunt from Ruan. Zhanna shrugged and shook her head, and
then lay down to deep. | lay down aswell; despite my aching legs, back, and arms, and despite the
snores coming from somewhere far too closeto my head, | fell amogt ingtantly into adreamless deep.

Wewoke at dawn, and Janiya set Tamar and me to work drawing water again. | clenched my teeth and
said nothing as we drew up bucket after bucket. Fortunately it didn't take as much water to satisfy the
animals after acoal, quiet night, and by the time the yurt was down and packed, we were done as well.
Saken led our horses over to where we were, saddled and ready. "WEell teach you to saddle them up
and everything €lse once we get to the Ash River grazing ground,” she said. "How are your legs?'

"Fine" | sad. | redlized only after I'd pit the word out how defensive | sounded. Tamar just nodded.

Saken laughed. "There's no shamein being sore! We're dl soft after the winter, and you're not the only
ones herewith ajar of save. | had Maydan make me up onelast night, too."

But we were the only ones who had had to drop our trousersto let Maydan inspect us. Saken probably
guessed what | was thinking because she laughed again and poked my arm playfully. "Next timejust



admit when you're sore. She only pullsrank if she thinks she can't trust you to be sensible instead of
stoic. Don't act so Greek, refusing bandages when you're bleeding from every limb."

| laughed alittle at that, and Saken gave me a pat on the shoulder and went to get her own horse.

The steppe we were on got a bit more moisture than the hills around Elpisa—the spring rainswere
heavier and |lasted longer. The low hillsflattened out aswe rode today, and became dmost aplain,
covered in rippling grasses high enough to brush the soles of my bootsas | rode. The green grasses were
everywhere, but we also rode through patches of scarlet poppies, vivid yelow and purple flowers that
spilled from vinesthat climbed anything they could find, and something that smelled vividly of honey. We
reached the Ash River in early afternoon—it cut through the green fiddslike anarrow slver chain.
Spindly trees stood in knee-high water; the spring rains, | thought, had swollen the stream abit.

| urged my horse alittleto fal in step beside Saken. "What'sit likein high summer?' | asked.
"Anice-coldtrickle. It's spring-fed and sticks around al year."

| nodded, thinking in relief that at least | wouldn't be hauling buckets up from the bottom of thewell. No
doubt there would be some other just-as-unpleasant task. Someone this morning had gathered up al the
anima dung and put it in sacksto bring along and dry out; perhaps that would be my next job. | sghed
and tried to cheer mysdlf up with the thought that my real job wasworking for Kyros. But that made me
fed guilty that I'd donelittle real observation. | spent the rest of the afternoon trying to observe the
ssterhood, but my legs hurt so badly that mostly | just focused on staying on my horse.

Wefollowed the stream for severd days, finaly reaching our camp early one afternoon. It was by abend
in the stream, and like the well, was marked with acairn. The cairn seemed a bit redundant to me, as
three good-sized tamarisk trees grew right by it. We dismounted and led our horsesto the stream for a
drink; the camels and other livestock had adrink aswell, then set to work grazing. One of the camels
tried to nibble at the leaves of the tree and was firmly warned off by Erdene.

"Let's show you how to unpack your horses," Saken said.
"Lauriaused towork in agtable,” Tamar said.

Saken glanced at me with aflash of interest, then shrugged. "Lauria, why don't you show Tamar what to
do, then?'

A knot of panic twisted in my stomach. To perform as a stable hand, with an observer? | wished that
Tamar had kept her mouth shut. "1 worked in a Greek stable, not an Alashi one," | said. "'l don't know if
we did things the same way you do them here..."

"I'll let you know if you do something wrong," Saken said, and stepped back to watch. Under her
supervision, | helped Tamar to unload, unsaddle, and rub down the packhorses and remounts. Ordinarily
| would have found the task pleasant, even soothingucertainly preferable to hauling water. But now my
stomach churned and | had to breathe deeply and remind myself that | had groomed my own horse
thousands of times since going to work for Kyros, and the stable hands groomed the horses the same
way. Of course, | was unfamiliar with the Alashi saddle and other equipment, and Saken stepped in to
help us. Other than that, she seemed to see nothing wrong with my approach. Tamar, though, seemed to
sense my nervousness, she glanced at me afew times, aworried look on her face, asif she knew shed
done something wrong by pointing out that |'d worked with horses before.

"Do we have to move again tomorrow?" Tamar asked Saken.



"Oh no. WEell be here for a couple of weeks. When the animals have dl the grassthat's easy to walk to,
then well move on down theriver ahbit.”

Tamar nodded and turned back to the horse she was grooming with evident relief.

"Hey!" The vicioustone had to be Ruan, and sure enough, it was Ruan who ripped the curry comb out of
Tamar'shands. "That is my horse”

"It'saremount,” Saken said defensively.
"I rode her today, she's mineto groom.”

"Y ou have your task, she has hers," Saken said. "Jtold her to groom this horse, Ruan swestie, so if
you've got acomplaint, takeit up with me."

Ruan elbowed Tamar aside and gave Saken aglare. | take care of my own mounts, Saken. | don't need
someblossomto do it.”

Sakenrolled her eyes. "Y eah, Ruan, fine. And when they make dinner, you can make your own soup
that night, too, so you don't have to eat something that came from ablossom's hands. But what will you
do when they're learning to set up the yurt? Sleep outside until we move?

"l. Want to. Groom. My own horse. Isthat so hard to understand?' Ruan threw the curry comb to the
ground, dipped a sweet to the horse, and ssomped off; the horse trailed after her, happy enough to spend
more time with her. Better the horse than us.

Saken shrugged. "Well, the next horse was ridden by Gulim for part of the day. Shelll just be glad you're
learning horse care today and not cooking, since horse care redlly is supposed to be one of the firgt tasks
arecruit learns. | think she was annoyed yesterday that you were put to work drawing water."

"I'd have been glad to let Gulimdoiit,” | said.

"Oh, of course. Janiya stuck you with it because we reached the well so late, there redlly wasn't timeto
let you learn anew task. And you had to do something. Drawing the water didn't require alesson.”

"It wasfing," Tamar said, raisng her chin. "l wasjust glad we could do something useful "

As|'d expected, the kumiss came out again after dinner, and while | could haverefused it, | knew that to
fitin 1 needed to drink with everyone else. From the look on Tamar's face as she held out her cup for
Erdenetofill, shed had the same redlization. | took a deep bregath, then agulp of the kumiss. | told
myself that it wasn't quite as horrible when you knew what to expect. "Y ogurt,” Tamar muttered. "Think
of it asredly thin yogurt."

| had never much liked yogurt, either. | swirled the cup, stared in it with distaste, then took another gulp.
"It'slikethick vinegar."

"I'd rather think of it asthin yogurt,” Tamar said, and forced down asip. "Did you ever get to drink wine,
a Kyross?'

| wondered what the hell the right answer wasto that question. "On festiva days," | improvised. "We
each got alittle. Also, there was an older dave who would get drunk sometimes. | have no ideawhere he
got the wine, though.”

"When we went downstairs at Sophos's, the men would often offer uswine." She sighed and leaned



back on her elbow, staring into the kumiss. "'l suppose you never did the lineup, did you? Y ou were gone
too fast for that.”

"What lineup?'
"Y ou know, when al the concubines went downstairs after dinner.”

Someone—Jolay; | dredged up her name after amoment—had brought out a dombra, Erdene had a
flute, and Maydan and awoman whose name | hadn't learned yet had drums. Maydan sat cross-legged
on thefar sde of the fire and began to tap her drum: dum duppa duppa dum dum. Dum duppa duppa
dum dum. The other woman dapped her drum with aringing crash and Erdene and Jolay joined in.
Other women began to get up to dance. Saken went firgt, circling her hips and then swirling hersdf into a
spin, while the other women hung back for amoment to watch. Tamar watched with them, alittle
bleakly. "When Sophos had guests, after dinner, we'd al go downgtairs, and usudly first we'd dance. We
danced together; you saw us practicing. How long we'd dance—well, Boradai would make the call,
depending on how much the men seemed to be enjoying the spectacle, how drunk they were, how late it
was, and so on. When we were done, if Sophos had a particularly honored guest that night, we'd line up
s0 he could choose the one he wanted. Once that guest had chosen, the other men there—Sophos, other
guestsiwould stand up and choose agirl for the night, or aboy. They didn't dways take you back to
their room. Sometimes they'd have you st with them at dinner and drink some wine. So every now and
then I'd havewine. | didn't much likeit."

| remembered the cloying taste of the drugged wine Tamar had given me that one night, and shuddered. |
wanted to rinse my mouth suddenly, but had no water handy, and | knew that the taste of kumisswould
truly make me gag. | set my cup down.

"Girlsaredwaysgiven alittle wine before their first time. It's supposed to make it alittle easier for them.
The drugs, too.”

| really didn't want to think about this, but I didn't want to get up and dance, either. "Tak to me about
something se, Tamar," | said. "Please?!

Shewasdlent for alittle while, then said, "l miss Jaran."
"Theshaman," | sad. "Right?'

"Y es. He was gpprenticing me. | had learned most of the rituals; there were afew left, but he thought that
on the night of the summer solstice, we could invite one of the djinn through the Bright Gatesto vist me."

"Maybe theré's ashaman here..."
"They dl worship Prometheus™

"There must be a shaman. Who would banish rogue djinni? Even the worshippers of Athenahaveto go
to ashaman for that."

"I wonder if the women in the Sisterhood of Weavers ever get possessed by djinn? Do you suppose they
just spit it out into one of their necklaces and bind it up on the spot?”

| shrugged, for once not dissembling. | had no idea. The Sisterhood didn't exactly chat with messengers
about the technical details of summoning and binding aerika

Saken sat down beside us, breathless, and refilled our cupswith kumiss. " Are you having fun?'Y ou're not
dancing!"



"I don't much like dancing,” Tamar said.

"And I'mterribleat it. I'd rather watch you," | said.

"Oh... wdl. Just so long asyou aren't homesick and miserable.”
"Never!" Tamar said.

Saken poured herself some kumiss, too, and gulped haf of it down on the spot. "Well, I'm going to go
dance some more—catch you later!" She got back up, now alittle unsteady on her feet, and stumbled
back into the circle. Ruan was dancing now, | saw, to raucous approva. She was an excellent dancer.
Far better than me, or even Tamar. | felt atwinge of disappointment at seeing her skill. | forced down a
little more of the kumiss,

The evening wore on. It was clearly the big firg-night-back-with-the-sisters party, now that wed
reached the grazing grounds, and | knew | couldn't go to bed. Though privately | had to admit that
Saken's question had struck home. | was homesick, and | was miserable. Not that | wanted to be back
with Sophos, the thought made me shudder and reach, despite the taste, for another gulp of the kumiss.
No, | wanted to be back with Kyros. Doing tasks | knew | could accomplish; riding Zhade, not Kara.
Seeping in my bed in my own quiet room. Eating Greek food, wearing Greek clothes, worshipping a
Greek goddess who hadn't run away from Olympus to become goddess of a bunch of troublesome
nomads. Not having to constantly watch my tonguelest | say aerika instead of djinni. | missed the
privacy. | missed the respect. Accomplish your task, then; the sooner you're done, the sooner you'll
be back there. And the sooner you'll be able to have Sophos staked out in the desert for the
vultures as well . What was my task? Well, to earn those damn beads, | supposed. | touched the single
cerulean bead that rested under my collar, and thought, Staying here, miserable at the party, ismy
task right now. I might as well make the best of it. But | still didn't get up to dance.

Vey lae, | found mysdf stting, haf in astupor, with an even more drunk Tamar, Erdene, and
Gulim—Gulim, the one who wanted usto do tasksin the right order, who aso, asit turned out, wasthe
one who played the drums along with Maydan. Gulim flopped down on her back and pressed her hands
to her head. "I think | had too much kumiss.”

"I know you had too much kumiss," Erdene said, and giggled uncontrollably.

"You'rethe recruit,” Gulim said, blinking a me. "And you're the other recruit.”" Shedidn't quite manage
to focuson Tamar. "l should probably ask you if you have any questions. About—this." Shewaved her
hand and closed her eyes again.

| had ahundred questions, of course. Were there shamans here, and if not, how did they get rid of rogue
djinni? How many of these women were lovers? How many beads did | need to earn? What the hell
wer e the tests and was Gulim drunk enough to be persuaded to explain to me what | had to do to pass
them? | was drunk enough to think it was agood ideato ask them, but by the time | had decided that the
test question was by far the most important and | should go ahead and ask that onefirst, Gulim had either

fallen adeep or passed out.

| woke with the sunin my eyes and araging headache. Someone had thrown a blanket over me where
I'd dropped; Gulim till lay beside me, snoring. Tamar was rubbing her eyes, one hand pressed to the
sde of her head. Janiya stared down at both of us, her eyes bloodshot but looking wide-awake. "It'stime
for your first test,” she said. "Get up and get ready. Y ou're going to go out, on foot, and bring back a
piece of karenite."

We stumbled out from under our blankets. "Move!" Janiyasaid.



"| don't even know what karenitelookslike," Tamar said.

Janiyaheld out astone, turning it back and forth in her hand so that it caught thelight. It was plain gray
until you saw it at theright angle; then it abruptly flashed blue, green, and red. | blinked at it, trying to
remember where I'd seen it before. "That's karenite. 1t's found on the ground, out on the steppe—you
don't haveto dig for it." She pointed out toward the open plain. "It'simportant to the Alashi; we trade it
for thingswe can't make for ourselves. Any other questions?’

My heed hurt, my mouth tasted foul, and | was ashamed of my utter confusion and befuddlement. "Can
we keep that with us so that we know what we're looking for?”

Janiyaflipped methe stone. Shewaited, staring a usimpatiently, until Tamar and | both turned and
headed out of the camp, heading in the direction that Janiya had pointed.

It wasweirdly discouraging, to be back out, wandering around on foot. At least Tamar was wearing
boots that fit her now—abut we had no water. | hoped it wouldn't take long to find a piece of karenite.
We walked aong, our eyes on the ground, asthe sun rose in the sky. Waving gold-green grasses were
waist-high, making it hard to spot much of anything. | could hear a bird Snging somewhere nearby, and
farther off, another bird answering. A breeze lifted the corner of my head scarf, briefly; the grass rustled
around me like water rippling around adipped cup. A drop of swest trickled down into my eyes; |
blotted at it with the corner of my scarf.

"Theresarockfal,” Tamar sad, pointing. "Maybe well find apiecein there somewhere.”

Part of an eroded low hill had broken away, rocks and dirt and long-dried bits of wood diding into a
heap. It seemed like a better bet than just striding aong through the steppe, particularly since the sun was
growing higher and we had no water. Tamar and | sat down and began to sort through the rocks.

"I wish we had somewater,” Tamar said. | nodded silently. "And karenite. Why wouldn't Janiyagive us
more of aclueof how to findit?'

"Maybe the point of the test isto seeif we can reason out how best to look for it."

"Well, then, | hope we find somein here. Thiswas certainly the most reasonable spot we've found to
look."

An hour passed. We found plain gray stones, chunks of crumbling sandstone, even astone that held the
outline of asnail'sshell, which | set asde as an interesting curiosity to bring back to the camp, evenif it
wasn't what we were looking for. But no karenite. | swallowed, thinking longingly of my waterskin. Just
one sip, | thought. One swallow. If only we could find karenite and go back to the camp...

"Hey!" Tamar pulled out achunk of something that glittered alittlein the sun. "I think | might have found
ome”

| compared it to my stone. "Yes, that'sit. Let's get the hell back to camp.”

It was past noon when we arrived, hungry and thirsty. Janiya stood near the border, waiting for us.
Tamar offered her the piece we'd found; Janiyamade no moveto takeit. Her face was dark, her voice
brimming with audible disgust. Y ou walked right out of the camp. Y ou didn't bring food. Y ou didn't
bring water and you didn't just follow the stream. Y ou didn't bring aweapon to defend yourself. Y ou
walked out there with the clothes on your back and the boots on your feet, and nothing else.”

"That'swhat you—" | said.



"No. | sent you on an errand. | never told you not to bring water ."
"But you—" Tamar Sarted.

"But | didn't tell you to bring it, either. And you're so helpless, so dependent, that you need orders to
bring water with you into the desert?' We both fell slent. Tamar was flushing angrily and biting her lip.
Janiyawent on: "Y ou are acting like daves. A dave doesn't haveto think; adavejust hasto obey. A
dave doesn't have to protect hersdlf; adave can rely on her master for protection. A dave doesn't have
to ask questions, see to supplies, take initiative. Questions are to be feared, supplies are provided by
someone dse, and initiative is dangerous.”

"But we found the karenite you sent usfor,” Tamar said.

"Thiswas not atest to see whether you could find karenite," Janiyasaid. "It was atest of whether you
could act like free women. Whether you could use the common sense that you must havein you
somewhereif you reached the Alashi alive—to fetch yoursalf weter, or at least ask for water, or at least
ask for advice on whether you should take anything with you rather than sumbling blindly out onto the
steppe. That wasthetest. And you failed.”

"Wefailed the minute we walked out of the camp,” | said.

"No, you could have turned back while you were ill in sight. But you didn't. Y ou completed your
errand. So you failed.”

Tamar's hand stole to the thong around her neck, with its single blue bead. Janiya gave her a cold look
and stalked away.

CHAPTER SIX

"It waan't afair test."
"NO_"

Tamar and | st at the edge of camp, picking at our bowls of lentilsand rice. | ate another lentil and put
my bowl down, feeling that even one more mouthful of the Alashi spiceswould send me over the edge,
yet | was4till hungry.

"Shetold usto bring back karenite and we found a piece of karenite." Tamar thumped the lump of rock
that still rested at her sde. "We did what she asked. We should have passed the test. Anyway, so what
if wedidn't bring water? We came back aive, we didn't need to be rescued or anything.”

| nodded silently. I had to admit—to mysalf—that the test had been fair. They wanted us to demonstirate
that we could take care of oursalves, plan by ourselves, think for oursalves. They couldn't very well tell
us at the outset, " Show me that you can act responsibly.” Then we'd know just what to do to pass the
test. No, thiswas the way to do it. What galled mewasthat | had fallen for it, running out into the desert
with no water. What an idiot. | was never adave. | was quite capable of taking care of mysdfuthinking
for mysdlf. Why had | falen for such astupid trick? | gritted my teeth and lifted alittle more of the lentils
and rice, swalowing the mouthful fast without chewing much. | could handle eating dirt. Dirt would
just be bland. Thisis—thisisul gagged and put my bowl down.



"At least we know, now," | said, when | washed the mouthful down with water. "The testsare going to
be tricks. We need to be suspicious of ingtructions, particularly from Janiya, particularly when were
aready off-balance. Don't forget that she woke us up early; we were confused and deepy, not a our
best." That'swhy | failed. Tired, hungover, cold, disoriented.

"Yeah," Tamar said bleskly. Her bowl was empty, at least, though she wasn't going over to ask for a
second helping. "I thought we could trust Janiya, a least.”

| forced down another mouthful. "Wel, now we know."
"Yeah," Tamar said again.

No one came over to talk to usthis eveninguSaken didn't come over to comfort us, but sat by the fire
with Erdene, laughing about something. Ruan avoided us, too, fortunately; | didn't think | could bear her
taunts after the day we'd had. | forced down the rest of my bowl, alittle at atime, so as not to waste
food. Then | scrubbed it out, stacked it with the others, and went into the yurt to deep.

| had vivid nightmaresthat night. | was out in the rippling grasses on amoonless night, deep in Alashi
territory, but | wore only aripped gauze shift, and | knew Sophoswas nearby. | ran asfast as| could,
desperate to get away, but | knew he was gaining on me, though | couldn't see him. | had only one hope;
only one person could protect me, the one person | could trust. " Kyros," | screamed at the black night
ky. "Kyros. Kyros. Kyros."

Someone was shaking my shoulders, and | struggled to consciousness, expecting . Tamar but hearing
Maydan's voice in the darkness, instead. "'Y ou were screaming. If you keep disturbing everyone's deep,
we may haveto arrange for you to deep somewhereelse.”

"I'm sorry." | was acutely aware, in the darkness, of the harsh bresth of the other women; | had clearly
woken thewhole tent. | wondered why Tamar hadn't woken me up thistime.

"WhoisKyros?'

"Kyroswas my old owner. | dreamed—" | swallowed hard. "I was dreaming that | was here, and Kyros
was coming. | tried to scream awarning. | guess | succeeded alittle better than | thought in my dream.”

Maydan's hands relaxed alittle. "Y ou're safe from him here. Someone aways stands watch at night;
perhapsin afew nightsit'll be your turn. Go back to deep.” Thelast ingtruction was pitched for everyone,
and around me | could hear people settling back down in their blankets.

Tamar dipped in beside me before I'd fallen back adeep. "I went out to pee,” she whispered. "I'm sorry.”
"Not your fault."
"It'sonly just after midnight.”

| nodded, though Tamar couldn't very well see the gesture in the darkness. | expected to be up the rest
of the night, but sank into dreamless deegp ashort whilelater.

"Relax," said Jolay. "Trust your horse." She wasn't making jokes today; horseback riding was serious
business.

Tamar amiled iffly. | wondered how much unease | should feign. | might have ridden occasiondly asa



stable hand, maybe, but | wouldn't have developed the sort of skill | had from tearing across the desert
on Zhade. On the other hand, | wasn't sure how much unease | could feign. | was a decent rider—not as
skilled as some of the Alashi, but | had spent alot of time on horseback and | didn't think | could
convince anyonethat | hadn't. At any rate, | relaxed into the saddle, keeping my back straight. The
Alashi saddle fdt familiar now, rather than foreign. | wondered if Kyroswould let me bring one back and
try it with Zhade.

"Sit up sraight,” Jolay said to Tamar. Tamar straightened her back, tensing up even more. "No, St up
draight and relax. Lauria's got it—look at Lauria."

| bit my lip. | should have tried to ook more nervous. Tamar glared a me but examined my back and
hips and tried to adjust. Jolay rode up aongside her and prodded her back; Tamar flinched away
ingtinctively, and Jolay drew back, shrugging. "I guessthat's aswell aswe're going to do today.”

"Arewe done, then?' Tamar asked, aready shifting her weight to dismount.

"You wish!" Jolay shot Tamar alook of genuine amusement. "Relax, blossom. Weve got hours." Tamar
winced and Jolay smiled even more broadly. "Next lesson: thereins. Use a light touch. Kesh and Kara
will take good care of you, and al they need isanudgeto tell them where you want to go. If you'reriding
another horse and they don't want to obey, you need to work out that problem on the ground, not by
hauling on their mouth. For now, we're going to practice communicating with the horse. Y ou're both
going to ride out to that tree over there." She pointed to a dead tree some distance away. "But not
straight out and straight back. | want you to veer back and forth on your way, left and then right, left and
thenright." Shetraced a snaking pattern with her hand. "Use the lightest touch you possibly can to guide
your horse. | want you to experiment, you understand? If you can, don't usethereinsat al. When you
shift your weight, your horses can read that and follow your lead, and ultimately that's what you're going
for. In battle, we guide our horses without reins, to leave our hands free for our bows, and eventudly
you'll need to be able to do that, too. Right now, you can ride at any speed you like, fast or dow; the
point of the exerciseisto work on communication.”

| had dways used alittle firmer hand with Zhade than she was suggesting, and | wondered now if that
had been absolutely necessary. It was how Kyros's stable master had taught meto ride. Never trust a
horse, held said. They're bigger than you and they're faster than you. You need to teach them who's
the master, and never let themforget it. Now, riding my Alashi mare, | leaned into my saddle and was
pleasantly surprised to discover just how right Jolay was. Kara pricked up her earsas| leaned left and
leaned right, and veered as directed, eveniif | |eft the reins completely dack. A gentle shift of thereins
was enough to make her turn quite sharply, if that'swhat | wanted. | had tarted out at awalk, but |
picked up the pace, and wondered if | could communicate fast and dower the sameway, just shifting
my weight around. | discovered that it took alittle more urging to convince Karato canter, but relaxing
back in my saddle was quickly taken as permission to dow down again, eveniif | didn't touch thereins.,

| met Tamar out by the tree; we glanced back at Jolay, who sat on her own horse, watching us. Bored,
probably. Oh well.

"What do you think?" | asked Tamar.
She bit her lip. "Am | as hopeless as she says?'

"You'redoing fine" | said. "Y ou've never ridden ahorse before. | have. Though the Alashi ride very
differently from the Greeks." I'll have to take Zhade out once I'm back, and seeif | can ride her like
this, or if the Alashi training isjust different. | wonder if I can share some of thiswith Kyros's
stable master ?"Aren't you enjoying it a al?'



"I don't like being up so high," Tamar muttered.

"Just remember, on ahorseyou're taler than Sophos,” | said. "Y ou'retaler, faster, and stronger than any
human on two legs”

Tamar brightened alittle at that. We set out back toward Jolay and arrived afew minutes later.

"Good!" she exclaimed as soon aswewerein earshot. "Y ou're doing well, alot better than | expected, if
you want to know the truth. Y ou can dismount now, were going to do some ground work."

The ground work turned out to be learning how to fall. | had abad fedling that | was going to be required
to fal off Kara—or at least jJump off—at some point in the future, but for now she simply had us practice
fdling down from standing. "Land on your side and roll,” she said. "Tuck if you can, yourelesslikely to
get kicked or stepped on." Tamar blanched at the thought, but obediently practiced faling down, tucking
into abal and ralling asshedid.

When we felt thoroughly bruised and sore, we led our horses back into camp and took them over to the
stream to alow them to drink. We took off the saddles and bridles, groomed our horses, hobbled
them—though that hardly seemed necessary; Kesh and Karawere such placid anima s—then cleaned
their tack and put them away. The tack was stored in asmaller wool tent that was pitched next to the
yurt. That was used, asfar as| could tell, entirely for storage of things that shouldn't get wet—riding gear,
food stores, wooden chests | hadn't actually seen opened. There had been no rain since we rode out with
the ssterhood, but Alashi weather was unpredictable, as Tamar and | had experienced on our walk. And
it was il soring.

When we were done, Jolay found some bread and cheese for lunch, and told Tamar and me to go relax
for abit. We sat down with our food. Some of the other women were nearby, egting their own lunch or
mending clothes, others were off somewhere.

"Lauria" Janiyasaid. | looked up. "Go get me sometea”

| stood up and headed toward the storage tent. | hadn't made myself tea but 1'd seen other women help
themsalvestoit, so | knew where it was kept. The teawas stored in awhite canvas sack; | put a scoop
of teain one of the small tegpots, then found one of the heavy mugs that the Alashi drank teafrom. Water
was kept smmering on the campfire; | dipped some out with the ladle, poured it over thetea, et it brew
for afew minutes, and then brought it to Janiyaand st it down beside her sllently. | was moving avay
when she spoke again. "Lauria.”

"Yes?' | turned back. Shewasvisbly fuming, and | glanced back at the tea, panicky. Had | let it Steep
for too long? Not long enough? Was there another bag of tea, something specid and reserved for Janiya,
that | should have taken it from?"What's wrong?"'

"Did| say please?'

| stared at her, mute with total confusion.

"|s there something wrong with my legs, that | can't go get my own tea?" She stood up and dashed the
teato the ground with asplash. "Y ou are my sister, not my dave. Why did you get metea, Lauria? Why
?l
"Because you asked—"

"Asked, hell. | ordered. | have the right to give you orders when we're fighting, or when it's something for
the good of the sisterhood, but | do not have the right to order asister to wait on my whims. Have you



ever seen anyone else wait on me?' | shook my head. "That'sright, you haven't. Erdene!” Erdene
glanced over from her seet by the campfire. "Get me sometea.”

"Pissoff," Erdene said chearfully. "Get your own damn teg, Janiya."

"There," Janiyasaid, and settled hersdlf back down. "Maybe next timethis comes up, you'll earn yoursdlf
abead.”

My blood went cold. "I failed another test?!

"You failed another test," Janiya agreed. "And here iswhat you need to learn: you are asister here, not a
dave. Erdene!" she caled again. "Would you be adear, snceyou're by the fire, and get me sometea,
please?'

"I'd beglad to," Erdene said, and vanished into the yurt.
"There. You see? That ishow asster expectsto be asked for tea"
"l see" My teeth were clenched. Janiya nodded, dismissing me.

| wastoo angry to go sit back down with Tamar, so | stalked back over to where the horses were
gathered and began to groom Kara again. She looked alittle surprised, but quickly relaxed under the
attention. Red-brown hairs scattered in the sunlight. Beyond the edge of the camp, | could see some of
the other women out riding; one was still dragging the rolled-up mass of wool and hair. Othersraced their
horses, practicing whét | redlized after afew minutes were battle maneuvers. | had heard that the Alashi
shot arrows from horseback, and now | could see some of the sisters practicing. Balancing negtly in their
dtirrups, they shot at atarget set up on the ground. It was hard to believe that anyone could hit anything
whileriding agalloping horse, but agood number of the arrows they shot dammed into the target of
suffed goatskin. | leaned my head against Kara, watching them.

"Impressed, blossom?"

Ruan. | clenched my teeth and forced the words get the hell out of my face back down my throat. " Of
courseI'mimpressed,” | said instead.

"You'll haveto be able to do that by the end of the summer if you want to join us."

"Then I'm sure l'll be ableto,” | said. "'l can't imagine that the eldresswould set me, or Tamar, an
impossible task."

"I'll be teaching you archery,” Ruan said, and with asmile that looked like she'd rather bite me, sheturned
and walked back to thefire.

"Warm up firgt, blossoms. Y ou'll be sorry if you don't.”

She gave us no more guidance than that. | led Tamar in a series of stretches—arms, back, wrists. Ruan
tossed each of us an unstrung bow. "Theresyour target,” she said, and pointed: abright yellow cloth was
sretched over astuffed goatskin, some distance away. | had only the most rudimentary archery kills,
and knew | would never be ableto hit it at this distance. "Waich carefully,” she said. She strung her own
bow, and dipped a carved stone ring over her thumb. She plucked an arrow from the quiver and rested it
inthe crook of her thumb and forefinger; then she tucked her thumb around the bowstring, drew, and
released the arrow. We heard the thwock amoment later asthe arrow hit the target.



"Tamar, you use the red-and-white fletched arrows; Lauria, you use the red-and-black. That way, if
ether of you actudly hits the target, well know which of you it was." She nodded once. "Well. Let's see
you try, then. What are you waiting for?"'

More of a lesson than that might be nice. | braced my bow against my leg and bent it until | could loop
the string over the free end. It dipped out of my hands afew times before | managed to do it. Tamar,
with her skinny arms, couldn't bend the bow enough to string it. Ruan watched us both through
half-lidded eyes, offering no suggestions. After afew minutes, | bent the bow for her and she dipped the
loop over the free end.

"Do you have one of those rings for each of us?' | asked Ruan.

A look of irritation flickered across Ruan'sface, and | quailed alittle, ingtinctively, after al the scorn of
the last few days. But | realized as she contemptuously tossed each of us aleather thumb ring that she
had been hoping to see usfail, and was disappointed that I'd had the wit to ask for equipment she hadn't
given me. | looped the leather around my thumb, plucked a red-and-black-festhered arrow out of the
bag, looked in the direction of the target, drew, and released.

The rebounding bowstring snapped againgt my elbow likeawhip and | yelled out loud in pain. | managed
to keep from dropping the bow, and set it down carefully to rub my arm. Ruan was convulsed in
laughter. "Tuck your ebow, blossom,” she said when she had breath for it. "Y oure asster, not a
brother." She held out her own bow again, showing me. | picked up my own bow and held out my
dill-gtinging arm. When my arm was perfectly straight, the underside of my elbow bulged out alittle;
that'swhere I'd been struck with the bowstring. | rotated my elbow dightly; | could keep my arm straight
and avoid being smacked by the bowstring, though it was alittle harder to hold the bow thisway. Ruan,
no doubt, had known | would probably do this.

It wasjust aswdll, | reflected, tucking my thumb around the string and drawing the bow again. Even the
most basic archery skillswere not likely to be found in aformer dave. If | hadn't made this mistake, she
might have started to wonder. | could still resent the fact that she hadn't warned me. Thewelt on my arm
gtill burned and would smart for awhile yet.

Tamar had watched and learned from my mistake, but was making plenty of her own. Her first arrow
went straight into the ground, just ashort walk away. Her second got only alittle farther. | decided |
wasn't redlly in much of aposition to encourage, let done coach, and loosed my second arrow, firing
high. Too high: it sailed right over the target and landed somewhere in thefield beyond. It would be alot
of fun finding al these arrows again. Maybe | should befiring short, like Tamear. ..

Tamar got her next arrow higher, though it wasfar to the lft of the target. My arm grew tired quickly and
when | tried to pause with drawn bow to aim, it started to shake. | amost forgot and let my elbow turnin
again, but tucked it just in time. That arrow went almost straight into the ground.

| plucked out an arrow without looking closely and felt something coil around my hand. | looked down,
had the briefest impression of aflicking tongue and asmooth body and shrieked like a child, shaking my
hand furioudy. The snake tumbled into the grass and glided off. | turned furioudy to see that Ruan was
convulsed with laughter again.

"Wasthat to teach meto look carefully before | reach into the quiver?' | said. "'I've heard that the Alashi
poison their arrow tips. Do they aso bring dong whole snakesto fling at their enemies?’

"Oh, that wasjust for my own amusement, blossom,” she said, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes
when she could findly get breath. "To think that you'd get so upset over alittle grass snake!”



"Ohyes, when it coiled around my wrigt, I'm sure | should smply have known that it was a grass snake
and not venomous," | shouted. "After al, you knew, so why wouldn't 17"

Ruan just said, "Eek! A snakel" in ahigh-pitched voice that was apparently supposed to be amockery of
me. | turned away, shaking with anger. Snakes didn't redlly frighten me—not really—but they weren't
exactly something | liked to cuddle. | grabbed another arrow and shot at the target. The arrow went even
wider than before.

"Eek! Eek, | say!" Ruan said again, throwing up her handsin mimicry of ladylike panic. Tamar was
watching her, her lipstight. She plucked out an arrow, tucked it into her hand, drew it back, and
releaseduand amoment later, Ruan's exclamations died as we heard the thwock of the arrow hitting the
target. Tamar drew out another arrow: thwock. Thwock. Thwock.

| watched, openmouthed.
"Have you done this before, blossom?' Ruan asked.

Tamar gave her acontemptuous look and didn't answer. After amoment, Ruan shrugged. "Beginner's
luck," shesaid.

| finished firing my arrows, and Ruan sent us both to gather them up again.

We unrolled thefdt that evening, but apparently it still wasn't completely done: the women heeated up
more pots of boiling water to soak the wool and hair, then rolled it back up, even moretightly. Onceit
was secured, Jolay stepped forward with some strips of black cloth. Murmuring something in alow
voice, shetied the strips together, then tied the knotted strand around the wrapped felt. Then she turned
toward the ssterhood. "Glory to Prometheus, Brother of Freedom! Glory to Arachne, Sister of
Freedom!"

"Glory to Arachne and Prometheus," most of the women responded. | glanced a Tamar; shewas
mumbling dong with everyone e, reluctantly.

"Sigter Arachne, breaker of chains, bless and shelter our ssterhood. Brother Prometheus, bringer of fire,
bless and shelter our ssterhood.”

"Prometheus and Arachne, bless and protect usl™ Around us, the women clasped hands, enthusiasticaly.
Out came asmall sack, which Jolay shook out to empty. There was a cascade of little scraps of black
cloth; the other women scrambled forward, snatching up scraps. Then they scattered around, laughing,
tying strips around the wrists of their closest friends. Saken had grabbed a good-sized handful of strips,
and had tied one around Erdene's wrist. Now she came over to tie strips around my wrist and Tamar's
wrist aswell.

"What isthis?" | asked.
"Scrapsfrom last year's sister-cloth. It's good luck to get a strip from afriend.”

A little reluctant to brave the melee, | went up and scrounged ascrap to offer to Tamar. Out of the
corner of my eye, | saw Ruan gpproach Saken, and exchange strips of cloth with her. | tied the scrap I'd
found around Tamar's skinny wrist, but the piece she'd found was too short go to go around mine.
Mimicking the other Ssters we saw with this dilemma, we tucked it into my belt. Thelast of the scraps
blew away in the night wind.



While everyone had been busy exchanging strips of black cloth, Zhanna had stepped forward. She
carried adrum, abowl of water, and abundle of feathers. "We bless our cloth with river water. Asthey
flowed once, they will flow again." She poured the water in the bowl over the straw meats, then best the
drum, chanting alow, monotonous song. Though I'd heard most of the Alashi worshipped Prometheus
and Arachne, they maintained arespectful silence. After atime, | could seethe sparklein the air that |
recognized asadjinn; it passed briefly into Zhanna, and she stopped chanting, hugging herself tightly and
sweeping her eyes over the assembly. | was afraid that the djinn would speak to me, asthe Fair One
had, but this one seemed much less socid. Zhanna's hands went up in blessing, and with another sparkle,
the djinn was gone.

The kumiss came out again; | accepted the smallest cup | thought | could get away with. "1 thought al the
Alashi worshipped Prometheus and Arachne,” | said to Saken when she poured my kumiss.

"Wadl, most of usdo. But of course there have to be shamansto keep the djinni from making trouble. .."
"Zhannaisashaman?'

"Ohyes. Therearejust afew of the ssterswho primarily worship the djinni—Zhannais one, therearea
couple of others. | suppose both of you are djinn-worshippers.” She glanced at Tamar, who stared down
a her kumiss. | wondered if she was ashamed of her daverdligion, or if shewas simply bracing hersdf to
down the kumiss.

"l wasraised worshipping Arachne,”" | said, since I'd told that story to Tamar. "I wastold that the djinni
weren't gods, but daveslike us"

Saken glanced again a Tamar and bit her lip.

"Well, some of them are certainly daves, but others are out there, and sometimesthey maketrouble..."
Saken shrugged and stood up to go get more kumiss. | accidentaly put my hand in my cup and decided |
didn't need to refill.

"That answers your question, doesn't it?' | said to Tamar. "There are shamans here. There are some who
worship the djinni. Aslong as you want to keep worshipping them.”

"I wonder if it will mark me,” Tamar said, raising her eyesto mine. "Y ou know. As a—blossom.”

"Zhannasnot a'blossom,' " | said. "'If shewas ever adave, | haven't heard anyonetalk about it.”
Thinking it over, | thought that Saken and Erdene had never been daves; | was quite sure Ruan had

been, once, and Maydan. | wasn't sure about Jolay and Zhanna, and | couldn't have said why | was so
certain of Ruan and Maydan. Ruan's cruelty, and her clear lack of a close friend, made me think that she
hadn't been born here. Maydan, though, it was just ahunch. I shook my head; Lauria the escaped save
would not know this. "Follow your heart, Tamar. | don't think anyone honestly cares. Except for maybe
Ruan, and who careswhét the hell she thinks?"

Tamar smiled at that and glanced a my cup. "Oh dear,” she said in adightly mocking tone. "Y ou've
spilled your kumiss, haven't you? I'd better go get you some more..."

"Don't you dare," | said.

She gulped hers down and shuddered. "Ah. Well. Having done my duty, I'd better sneak off to bed
before someonerefillsmy cup.”

A shadow fdl over us, and we looked up to see Janiya



"Do you two know how to cook?" she asked. Without waiting for usto answer, she said, "It doesn't
realy matter. Saken will explain the basicsto you. Y ou two will cook dinner for the sisterhood tomorrow
evening. You'l need to start at around noon, | expect, since you haven't done it before. Good night.”

"This chest holds sacks of rice." We stood in the supply tent; Saken pointed to abig wooden chest with a
hinged lid. "This chest holds sacks of lentils." She opened the lid briefly so that we could peer in and

look. "Spicesarein here." Another chest, this one smaller, and when she opened it, we saw smaller

sacks of tightly woven linen. "Flour'sin here. Another big wood box. " Game has been scarce, so
probably no meet tonight. Here." She set abig iron pot at our feet. When | looked in, | could seelines
etched inside from years of use. "Rice up to thisline, then water to here. Bring it to aboil and cover it
with thelid. It be done when al the water's absorbed. That doesn't take long, but it takes along timeto
cometo aboail, so leave plenty of time." She set out another pot. "Thisonésfor the lentils: lentilsto this
line, water to here, two handfuls of spices, and start it cooking when you start therice."”

"Thisdoesn't sound likeit'll take dl that long,” | said. "Why did Janiyatell usto Sart at noon?'

"She'd dso like you to make bread.” Saken took a big pottery bowl, scooped in flour, and added alittle
water, firring until she got agtiff dough. "It's going to take you awhile to make as much bread aswell
eat. Scoop out aball, roll it, pat it flat and thin, and then cook it over aflat griddle. Y ou want it cooked
but till soft. Y ou can snack on your mistakes; it'll take you awhile to get the hang of it, don't worry about
that." She demongtrated quickly, patting out alittle round circle and baking it briefly on the griddle.
"There. Fill these three baskets. When bread's available, everyone dways eatsa lot of it. Havefun! Oh,
and come get meif you have any questions.”

It was along, long afternoon. We sat close to the hot firein the hot, dry sun, patting out little balls of
dough and stacking the cooked pieces on aplate. Thefirst couple came out much too brown, and we
snacked on them, as Saken had suggested; the crunchy brown bread crackled in my mouth, and | ached
to cook up the whole batch just likethat and egt it all, just for alittle variety. "Do you suppose they'll toss
us out into the desert if we don't add the spices?’ | asked Tamar. "1 am so very tired of the spicesthe
Alashi cook with..."

Tamar laughed. "1 know. I'm tempted, too. Maybe I'll burn another piece of bread..." | burned one
instead, and we shared it.

Wefinished the bread and moved it into the supply tent to wait for dinner. | fetched down one of the pots
Saken had pointed at earlier, and Tamar scooped rice out of the sack into the pot. She returned the
scoop to the chest, and gasped.

"What isit?' | moved over quickly, half expecting amouse or some vermin in thefood.

"Shh!" Tamar glanced toward the door of the supply tent to make sure no one was in there with us. Then
she pulled back one of the sacksto revead what sheld seen. Honey. A singleglassjar of dark amber
liquid, sedled tight with beeswax and oiled linen.

"Thisisn't where the honey is stored,” Tamar whispered. "The honey iskept inthe yurt; I've seeniit. If
anyone knew about this honey, it wouldn't be here." She extracted it ddlicately, closed the chest, and set
the jar of honey on top. "We could share it between us."

Desirefor the honey rose up like tears, and | caught my breath; my mouth watered. Without aword, |
grabbed the plate of bread and took the top piece, ripping it in half. Tamar's eyes glinted, and she had
started to pedl |oose the wax seal when something occurred to me. "Wait," | hissed.



Tamar froze and looked at me. "What's wrong?"
"What if thisisatest?"
She pulled her hand back dowly. "A tet like being sent out for the karenite?!

"Yeah, exactly." | put down the bread and looked in the chest with therice, asif it might hold aclueto
whether we were being tempted ddliberately. "When we were daves, if something like this came our
way, we grabbed it. Because we were stealing from our owner—someone who was aready stealing our
freedom from us." Tamar nodded. "But here—here, if we take the honey for oursalves, were stedling
from our ssters. Maybe Janiya planted it where she knew wed find it, to see what we would do.”

Tamar'seyeswent wide. "1 think you'reright." Her face fell and she glared a the honey. "But | want
some”

"Let'soffer it up with the medl. Shareit with everyone. Well get some, then.”

Tamar nodded. We st the honey aside and filled the rice pot at the stream, setting it on the fireto
smmer. My suspicions were more or less confirmed when | saw Janiyawatching us carefully from her
spot in the shade. | grudgingly stirred spicesinto the lentils, despite being tempted to forget. We sat down
to wait in the shade for dinner to be done.

"Maybe we should ask Janiyabefore we bring out the honey,” | said.
"No," Tamar muttered. "She could just say no. It's bad enough that we have to shareit.”

When the sisterhood gathered for dinner, we brought out the plates of bread, and then—with asmile and
aflourish—thejar of honey. "Wefounditintherice!” Tamar said. "Just wedged in between two sacks."

"Wefigured it must have been put there by accident,” | said. "Since it wasn't set aside for anything and it
wasn't being saved for anything, we thought we could dl et it tonight.”

There was agreat ded of enthusiasm for that plan. Tamar and | managed to grab generous dollops of
honey before it was dl gone, and when al the loose honey had been eaten, wefinished out the jar with
our fingers. We probably should have made more bread; asit was, al the bread got eaten with the
honey, rather than with therice and lentils. Well, if thiswas al some sort of test, it wasn't surprising that
Saken had had us make bread. It had been intended to be eaten with the honey, assuming we were
honest and passed the test.

The meal done, we took the pots down to the river to scrub them out. Janiya approached afew minutes
later, abig smile on her face. "Y ou passed,” she said, and tossed each of us ablue bead.

"What wasthetest?' Tamar asked. She feigned ignorance well.

"Whether you would share the honey, or egt it yourselves. When daves stedl, they are stealing only from
their master. When amember of the Ssterhood steals, she steals from her family. Y ou showed that you
understand this." Janiya nodded to each of us, and headed back to the main camp.

We threaded the beads on our thong and retied them: two beads now. They clicked against each other
on the string. | wondered how many more we had to earn. | dipped the thong back over my head, and
continued to scrub out the pot.

"] don't deservethis," Tamar said.



| glanced at her; her face was hard and sad. "Why do you say that?

"I would have eaten the honey without a second thought. The only reason | didn't was because you
convinced me it was atest. That wasthe only reason.”

"Then | don't deserveit, either, because the only reason | didn't eat the honey wasthat it occurred to me
that it wasatest.”

Tamar was slent for awhile. | could hear the scrape of sand againgt the inside of the pot. She dumped
water indde, swirled it around, dumped it out, and checked the ingde for food particles with her hand.
She took another handful of sand and scrubbed some more. "I think we should tell Janiya," she said.
"When we're done cleaning up. Confessto her. It'snot fair.”

"Don't beridiculous,” | hissed. "What if she takes back our beads?'
"Y ou said yoursdlf you didn't deserve yours, either.”

| dunked my pot in the stream with abit more vigor than was probably necessary, swirled the water, and
dumped it out. Rinsed it again; it was clean.

"Fing" | sad, findly. "Y ou want to, well go together and you cantdll her.”

Tamar was slent. When she had finished scrubbing her pot, we dried them out and carried them back to
hang them up in the supply tent for tomorrow. Then we went to find Janiya. She was near thefire,
listening to one of the other Ssters singing along, complicated balad. "We have something to tell you,”
Tamar sad.

"Yes?' Janiyalooked both of us over; she wasn't smiling now.

"We guessed," Tamar said rapidly. "That the honey was atest. We knew. That's the main reason we
didn't eat it. Do you want your beads back?'

Janiyaslips quirked up, and for the first time | noticed that she had not one, but two dimples, onein each
cheek. She grinned and then findly laughed out loud, just alittle chuckle, not amean one.

"I'm glad you cameto me," she said when she had mostly regained control of her features. "The fact that
you cameto meto say this provesthat you deserve the recognition for honesty. In fact, it demonstrates
other things| like to see, too—like atrust that asthe leader of this ssterhood, | am sensible and fair, and
not as capricioudly cruel asaGreek master of daves." My heart legpt, and sure enough, out of her
pocket came two more blue beads. She handed one to each of us, and then patted Tamar on the
shoulder. "Quit worrying, new ssters, and go to bed. Y ou've had avery long day."

| dreamed that night of running. Again, | was surrounded by waving grass on the dark plain, and | knew
that Sophoswasfollowing me. Kyros, | thought, but the part of me that knew | was dreaming knew that
| couldn't scream, because | would wake up the sistersal bit down on my fear, and kept running, though
my legsdowed asif they were tangled in anet, and my chest fdlt asif it would burst from fear. | can
never run fast enough to escape. | can never run far enough to escape. | can't call for help.
There's nowhere |eft that's safe ...

| reached out, desperately, toward the blackness above me, and with atwist of strength that came from
some mysterious place within, | ripped aholein the night sky, thinking, There, | can hide there...



But beyond, there was a flash of light, and then a sudden rush of wind that lifted me up and blew me
back to awareness. | woke with agasp, but knew that at least thistime | hadn't screamed. My ears were
very cold, asif the rush of wind had been something real. My heart was pounding.

| ran my fingers over my three beads as| lay in the dark, trying to calm mysdlf, and thought about that
srangewind. At least tonight | didn't have to remove mysdlf from the tent to placate my irritable
tent-mates, but it still took me along timeto fall back to deep. As| hovered on the edge of deep, |
thought | heard avoice whisper, " Gate," and then darkness swallowed me again.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Saken fetched me from grooming the horsesto tell me that the felt was done. | must have looked at her
blankly because she laughed and said, "Come on, you need to bethere.” | put down the brush and curry
comb and followed her back to the main part of camp.

Thefdt was till bound with the straps that had been used the last time it was unrolled and rerolled,
though the more ddlicate strips of cloth that had been tied by Jolay had worn away or snapped off asthe
rolled-up felt bounced and tossed over the ground behind someone's horse. Now Janiya unbound the
straps and kicked out the reed mats so that the felt unrolled completely. Saken, Ruan, Jolay, and Zhanna
each took acorner and pedled it carefully back from the mat. It stayed together, a solid black mass.

Janiya stepped up behind the felt and took careful hold of it. "Bound with our hair; bound with our flocks.
Bound with our horses, bound with our water. Bound with our labor, bound with our rest.”" Shetook a
deep bresth, and yanked back on the felt with al her strength, trying to tear it. The felt stlayed whole.
"Bound like our Ssterhood—may it never berent!”

Even | could recognize a cue for wild cheering when | heard one. One by one, the sisters stepped
forward and took aturn trying to tear thefelt. When it was my turn, | didn't try that hard—if it could be
torn, | redly didn't want to be the one who did it. Then Saken strode forward with the same scissors
wed used to cut everyone's hair, dong with three pieces of |eather that she used asaguide for whereto
cut. Within afew minutes, the felt wasin pieces; everyone e se began to gather them up. Tamar and |
hung back, and after amoment Saken came over with three piecesfor each of us.

"What do | do with these?' | asked.

"You sew theminto avest," she said. "Everyonein the ssterhood wears ablack vest made of the felt.
We sew our vests, and then we decorate them. I'll show you my vests from other summers, if you want
someidess.”

Tamar and | sat down with her; she had a spool of black thread and aneedle. "Do you know how to
sew?' she asked. We both nodded. "This shouldn't be too hard for you, then." She put her own three
pieces together: the biggest piece formed the back, and the other two formed the left side and right side.
Thetexture of the felt allowed her to sew her vest without hemming the fabric; she sewed nestly, the
seam turned inward, holding the two pieces together as she worked. "Do you see how they go together?”

We nodded again. There were alimited number of needles, so we had to wait our turn. When Erdene
finished, she gave Tamar her needle and arod of tightly wound thread. Tamar cut a piece of thread and
threaded her needle, and Erdene hel ped her orient her piecesto put them together properly.

As| garted working on mine, Saken laid hers aside for amoment, then went into the yurt and came out



withasmal bundle. "Here are my vests from previousyears,” she said, laying them out. She had five
vestsin dl: thefour from previous years were each richly decorated with thread. The first onewasthe
most elaborate: ahorse galloped past ayurt, and two rivers cascaded from top to bottom. Smaller
pictures were scattered around the rest of the vest: ashovel, abouquet of poppies, atiny snow-capped
mountain, adeeping cat. Saken tapped the vest and said, "Y our first year in the ssterhood, you're
supposed to make adesign that tellsthe story of your life until then. | made thiswhen | wasfifteen.”

"It'sbeautiful,” | said. I'd spent enough time with aneedle, under my mother's eye, to appreciate thetime
and sKill required. Tamar nodded, and silently stroked the threads in the horse's neck.

Saken tapped the second vest. "So the next year, Snce | didn't haveto sew pictures, | didn't." The
second vest had no picturesonit at all, but designs that marched up and down the back: lines, broken
lines, dotted lines, zigzags, triangles, squares, interlocking circles, interlocking swirls. The third and fourth
vests had pictures of vines and flowers, and were much smpler than the first two.

"So are we supposed to make designs that show our lives—as daves?' Tamar asked.

"Yes" Saken said. ™Y ou can use symbols, though; you don't have to be able to embroider pictures of
people. Like, that shovel on mine?' Shetapped it.

"That's actually asymbol for my mother, because she used to take me out hunting for karenite, and those
arethetimes| most enjoyed her company.”

Great, | thought. More liesto invent. Wdll, it wasn't hard to think of imagesthat | could incorporate
eadly enough: horses, since | was supposed to have been a stable hand. Some symbol of Kyros, since he
was supposedly my old owner. Images from the harem. | shivered alittle and stroked the black felt. |
wondered how | could represent Sophos. Or Tamar, for that matter.

Everyone seemed to have immediately set to work embroidering; | turned my half-finished vest around
and around in my hands, thinking. It would be easiest to start with ahorse, except that | wasn't certain |
could embroider anice-looking horse. Even the most complicated pictures on Saken's vests were done
perfectly, and | didn't want to have to wear avest with an ugly, badly done horse embroidered oniit all
summer long.

A wine cup.

| bit my lip, trying to push the image from my mind, but it intruded again: the wine cup, pressed to my lips
by Tamar. The drugged wine, blurring my senses, unsteadying me, making me...

Saken had brought over some colored thread to work with. Once | was done stitching the vest together,
| cut awhite strand, threaded my needle, and started to sew again.

"Shhhh. Shhhh."

Kyros. | opened my mouth but no sound came out; | looked around franticaly, but we sat done by the
banked codls of the campfire. It was night; the yurt stood behind me, dark and quiet. "What are you
doing here?'

"I'm hereto see you, of course.” Kyros settled down beside me. "How are things going?*

"Well, thank you for sending the djinn to help mefind water." | paused, then frantically corrected myself.
"The aeriko, | mean."



"Yes" Kyros stared into space for amoment. "Have you been successful ?*

"It'staking some time to be accepted as Alashi. Also—" | swalowed hard. "Things didn't go as planned
a Sophoss.”

"The other dave?'

"Well, her. Yes But—" | bit my lip, finding the words sticking in my throet. " Sophos broke hisword. He
acted dishonorably. He—he used me, as he would a concubine. | want him punished.”

Kyrossface darkened. "l am sorry to hear that," he said softly. " Sophos was aways a useful tool, for
me. But hewill pay the price, oh yes, for you—you are far more useful.”

| sudied hisface, feding unessy.

"Honey cake?' he said, and held out asmdll tray. | reached for acake, then drew back my hand; the
honey cakes were awrithing mass of snakes. Harmless snakes, | thought, but snakes, not cakes—

"Or perhaps some wine?'

"No!" | shouted, swinging my hand wildly to knock the wine cup from his hand. "' Stay away from me,
no!"

"Shh, shh, shh—"
"Leave me alone!"
"Lauria"

Tamar had grabbed my shoulders; | wrenched away from her in the dark, my heart pounding. Around

me, | could hear the harsh bregth of rudely wakened women; without aword, | picked up my mat and
blankets and moved outside, lying down by the fire, where I'd dreamed of seeing Kyros. Tamar settled
down beside me afew minutes|ater.

"Y ou don't have to come out here," | said. " You're not the one who just woke everyone up.”
"No," shesaid.

Shivering alittlein the cold night wind, | looked up &t the stars, thinking about the dream. In retrospect,
of course, it should have been obvious from the beginning that | was dreaming; what would | have been
doing smply sitting out by thefire, done? Sill, | found myself weirdly relieved that Tamar waswith me
now, asif her presence would keep Kyros from materializing. He could have a djinn bring him here, |
thought. But there would be no senseto it. It could horribly compromise my cover, not to mention
risking hislife. It occurred to me as| drifted on the edge of deep that | shouldn't fed relief that Tamar's
presence would keep Kyros away, but disappointment. It's because | know how dangerous his
presence would be to our plans, | reassured mysdf.

| heard afootstep and sat bolt upright; it was only Zhanna, coming out of the yurt, wrapped in her own
blanket. " Are you two warm enough?' she asked.

"I'm fine," Tamar muttered from under her blanket, which sheld pulled over her head.
"Y ou can come back in the yurt, you know. No one's annoyed with you except Ruan.”

"It'sniceof youto say s0," | said.



"No, redlly.” Zhanna sat down beside me, wrapped in her own blanket. "1 mean, so sometimesyou have
nightmares. Ruan snores like ageriatric dog, especially when she's been drinking. I've beentold thet |
snore, too, though not quite asloudly. Saken scratchesin her deep. Erdene whistles.”

"Y ou're making that up,” Tamar muttered.

"No, redlly. Not every night, but she doesit. And shetaksin her deep. Once Jolay led her through a
whole bizarre conversation—The lentils, they're coming.' 'Oh? And are they bringing therice? 'Oh,
Prometheus, therice! It'sdressed initsfinery...'Uwhiletherest of uslistened. And laughed. Eventualy
Erdene woke up, though she didn't remember aword she'd said.”

"I'll deep out heretonight,” | said.
"Suit yoursdlf." Zhanna dropped her blanket on me. "Stay warm. I'm going back in theyurt.”

| spread out the extra blanket over both me and Tamar, who curled up warm a my sde. After afew
minutes, | stopped shivering and went back to deep.

| woke again, with a start, what felt like bare moments later. From the edge of camp, | heard asharply
indrawn breath, and awoman's voice shout, " Raiders!"

| scrambled to my feet, throwing my blanket aside, and ran back into the yurt, where I'd left the sword
I'd taken from the bandit camp. | was nearly knocked down by Saken, running out, but | got in and
found my sword and ran back out with everyone else. Tamar had snatched up the only thing handy, a
rock, to defend hersdlf. "Here," Ruan shouted, and thrust abow and aquiver of arrowsinto her hands.
"Seeif you can hit bandits aswell asyou can hit astuffed goatskin." Tamar threaded thering over her
thumb and strung the bow, still sumbling alittle from confuson and tiredness.

| drew my sword, having no redl ideahow to make mysalf useful. Then horses swept in.

The raiderswere Greek bandits, deserter soldiers, like the bandits Tamar and | had run into on our trip
to the Alashi. All were mounted, and they were hereto stedl livestock and possibly women—though
surely they knew that any Alashi would be more trouble as adave than shed beworth. | dashed a a
passing horse, redlizing quickly the disadvantage of my position on the ground. The Alashi usudly fought
mounted; so did the bandits. | should have bolted for the horsesinstead of my sword; I'd have been
more likely to survive the battle that way. At least on the ground | could watch Tamar's back; Tamar, a
novice rider, wouldn't have gone for her horse even if it had occurred to her.

Planting her feet firmly where she was, she shot two arrows high over everyone's head (at least she didn't
shoot one of the Ssters by accident; that, | thought, would be unlikely to earn either of us abead), then
found her stride and hit abandit squarein the gut. He bellowed in pain and galloped out of the camp,
clutching at himself. That diverted hisfriend's atention to the archer on the ground, and he turned toward
us. Tamar, panicked, sent one arrow too high, and then | shoved her aside, out of the way of the charging
horse, taking aswing at the rider asthey passed. He wasfar out of reach. She shot again, just missing
him. He turned his horse and looked at the two of us, pausing for just aheartbeat asif he was deciding
which one of usto kill. Then one of the sisters saw us—Saken, | redlized after a blurred momenttand
charged in, a spear raised. The bandit wheeled his horse and fled the camp.

"Get to your horses," Saken was shouting, but beyond the perimeter, we heard aloud whistle. That
seemed to be the signal for the banditsto retreat; they withdrew from the camp and galloped off.



"Count yourselves," Janiyashouted.

There was atense moment or two, then the sisters were al accounted for. Severa had injuries, and
Jolay's was severe: abad cut across the shoulder. But no one was bleeding black blood, the sign of a
poisoned wound, and Jolay's wound was probably not life-threatening. Then we counted the herds, and
found that they'd taken mogt of the camels and a half-dozen horses. There were goats and sheep missing
aswell, but the dogs quickly rounded them up; they'd just strayed in the confusion.

"Atleast dl the horses were pares,” Saken murmured.

"Maydan, tend to Jolay," Janiyasaid. "Everyonewho isn't injured, check your weapons and horses and
mount up; were going after them.”

"Not the blossoms" Ruan said ingtantly. "They can stay here.”

| wouldn't have argued this, but Tamar's chin went up. "We drew blood. | shot abandit with an arrow,
and Lauriagot one with her sword.”

"l got hishorse" | muttered.

Janiyaglanced from Tamar to Ruan to me, afaint smile on her lips. "1 think they've proved they can be
useful, Ruan." Shejerked her head toward our horses, and we went to mount.

Janiya pulled up dongside Tamar and me as we settled onto our horses. "How are you two at riding
these days?'

"l can gtay on,” | said, not redlly wanting to declare mysdlf proficient. Tamar said nothing, tight-lipped.

Janiyasighed. "Y ou can stay hereif you want," she said. "Usualy we wouldn't take you into battle until
you were confident riders, at least. | know you're a confident rider, Lauria, and not too bad with that
sword you got from the bandits. Tamar isanatura with the bow. Y ou'll both be useful enough if you
come, but you'll be safer here.”

"Anyonewould be safer here" Tamar said.
Janiyaslips quirked. "No one dseisin quite so much danger of faling off her horse."

Tamar's hands tightened on her bow. Janiya shrugged, looked us over quickly, and urged her horseto a
quick walk, then to a canter. We fell in with everyone ese, our horses running smoothly acrossthe
steppe in the direction the bandits had gone.

The moon was nearly full, so there was enough light to see by, barely. | glanced a Tamar, riding beside
me; she sat up Straight like we'd been taught, and her jaw was clenched. Her fist was sill wrapped
around the bow, though she'd hung the quiver on her saddle like the other sigters. | caught her eye and
gave her aquestioning look. She nodded firmly and forced asick-looking smileto her lips.

Janiyasignded a stop, and Gulim dismounted to look for thetrail. She found it, we remounted, and
followed again. And so it went for awhile, until we reached along-dead streambed. The loose, shifting
gravel made for uncertain footing for a horse, but would leave amuch less obvioustrail. Gulim checked
oneway, then the other, and was uncertain. "They could have gone either way."

"They probably followed the streambed for awhile and then headed south,” Ruan said.
"Maybe. Or maybe they're just beyond that next rise..."



"We could split up.”

"No," Janiyasaid. "Not worth therisk." She gently turned her horse to face the rest of us. "Zhanna? Can
you summon adjinn?’

"Thisisnt exactly ided..."
"l know. But pleasetry.”

Zhannaclosed her eyes and stretched her hands up to the sky. She had no drum with her today, no flute,
nothing to lull her into the trance state that made her receptive to the djinni. The women waited silently;
Karashifted from foot to foot, then dipped her head to begin to graze. Nearby | heard another horse
blow out its breath in aloud snort, and Kararaised her head to snufflein response.

| was beginning to think that the call for djinn was futile, when there was a sparkle of light and Zhanna
lowered her hands and sat with an odd rigidity. "What do you want?' she said. Her voice was harsh and
brittle.

"We want to know where the bandits went,” Janiyasaid.
"North."

We had been headed west.

"Directly north from here?"

"Northwes."

"Thank you."

A shimmer intheair, and Zhannadumped in her saddle. She shook herself and rubbed the side of her
head. "That was abound djinn," she commented. "I wonder what it was doing out here? And why it
decided to visit us?"'

| shivered, suddenly aert, wondering where the djinn was. | had no doubt that the djinn was Kyros's,
and it was hovering around us because it was observing me. No doubt Kyros was keeping a close watch
on me, and | anxioudy reviewed the events of the last few days, wondering if Kyroswould approve. |
have been doing the best | can. If my thoughts have not always been on my assignment, well, the
aerika can't read thoughts.

Around me, the women were urging their horses forward again, and Karaand | fell in with them. A hiss
of excitement ran through the group as someone spotted the bandits up ahead. Our horses sped upto a
gdlop; the bandits wheeled around to face us, and afew moments later we collided like arock striking a
rock.

| drew my sword, the sword I'd taken from the leader of the bandits who'd captured Tamar. And here
are more scum like them, | thought, and felt a sudden dizzy joy that this time | was on horseback,
holding a sword, facing down these men. Tamar and | had fled those bandits asfast aswe could; here,
we were the ones attacking.

| had trained alittle with asword in Kyross service: basi ¢ techniques, mostly. | had never learned to fight
from horseback. Working for Kyros, | was armed mostly to protect myself from desperate attacks from
unarmed daves | had been sent to recapture. On the rare occasionsthat | was sent somewhere that |
was actually in danger from bandits, Kyros made sure | had either an escort or a spell-chain for



protection. Or both. Of course, his aeriko was watching me even here...

One of the bandits charged toward me out of the darkness; | deflected his sword with my own justin
time, and my pleasure at the fight was replaced with sudden cold fear. | could get hurt, | could get killed,
and there was nothing Kyros could do to protect me. Certainly | couldn't imagine that his aeriko was
ingtructed to save me from danger, since that would make me utterly usedlessin my assigned task. My
mouth was dry, my hands were steady but freezing cold, and | swung my sword back at the bandit. He
deflected my blow easily and siwung for me again. | threw the blow aside, redlizing that | wasfacing a
much better swordsman than mysdlf, and it wouldn't be long before he landed a blow.

But he cried out in sudden pain and clapped ahand to the arrow in his sword arm. As his arm drooped, |
dashed a him with my sword again, wounding him badly. His horse wheeled and he was quickly
obscured by the darkness. | gasped for breath and realized that the sisters were withdrawing; the fight
was over dready. | wondered if we had our horses back, and our camels, and turned Karato follow
everyone ese. My sword was bloody, sill in my hand; | had nowhereto clean it and cringed at the
thought of putting it back in its sheath covered in blood, so | smply held it until we paused a short time
later to be counted.

Everyone wasthere. A few women were wounded, but none saverdly. | found a piece of cloth to wipe
my sword and then dipped it back into its sheath. We'd retaken some horses and camels—in thedim
light, I thought we might have taken horses and camelsthat were origindly theirs, not ours. Served them
right.

Zhanna gestured suddenly for quiet, and listened for amoment, her nogtrilsflaring in the night wind.
"They're coming after us" shesad.

"Right," Janiya said. "Back to camp. We don't want them coming on the wounded without usthereto
protect them."

But our horses were growing tired, and hafway back to camp, the bandits caught up with us. Thistime, |
felt as exhausted as the horses; my head pounded as| drew my sword. | told mysdlf that surely the
bandits were astired aswe were, but | was desperately conscious of the achesin my arms, of the way
that each beat of my pounding heart echoed through my head and made it ache even more. For afleeting
moment, | wondered if thiswas yet another odd dream, and | was actudly back at camp, till deeping
beside Tamar.

They swept in againgt us. | swvung my sword wildly, afraid to close with any individua bandit, afraid to
atract attention. | wanted to turn Karaand run away, and | felt abrief flash of clear jedousy for Tamar's
skill with archery: she could keep her distance from the fray. Then one of the bandits turned toward me
and dl | could think of was the desperate need to keep his sword from my flesh. The world narrowed: |
saw hissword, | saw my sword, | saw the bandit's dark eyes glittering in the darkness.

Then suddenly | felt a coldness against my side, and then asurge of pain. 1'd been cut, maybe stabbed. |
had no idea how badly, but in my weakness surely he would finish me off. To die out here, surrounded
by strangers, in someone e se's cause! My throat tightened in fury and frustration, and | defended mysdlf
agang alast swing. Maybe | can kill him, even if he does kill me. He knocked my sword aside—and
behind him, one of the sisters rode up, kicked him off his horse, and then brought her sword down,
cutting ahuge red gash into his unguarded neck.

It was Zhanna. "Come on," she said, and seized Karasreins, kicking her own horseto afast canter.
"Weremoving again.”

The bandits, too, were pulling back; the man Zhanna had killed was not their only loss. Now the pain



from my wound flooded through me like scalding water; | bit back ascream and whimpered instead. |
clung to my horse; Zhannaturned as we ran, took my sword, wiped it on acloth kept on ahook on her
saddle, and put it away. "Just hang on," she said. "Well get you back to camp and Maydan.”

| still had no ideahow serious the wound was, and clung to the ideathat surdly it was minor or Zhanna
would have called for ahalt to at least bind it up temporarily. Either that, or it was so serious that there
was no reason to bother, but | didn't fed like | wasdying. | just felt likel might like to.

Finally, ahead we saw the yurts and the embers of thefire; Zhannalet go of Karasreins and sprinted
ahead, shouting, "Maydan! Maydan!™

Karacameto astop in camp and | did awkwardly off her back. My shirt and trousers were soaked with
my blood. I wondered if it had run down al the way to my boots; | couldn't tdll in the dim light. Tamar
joined me, white-faced but apparently unhurt, and grabbed my arm, helping meto sit down. Maydan
took aknife and cut alarger holein my shirt, pressing her fingers carefully against the wound. "It's not too
bad," she said. When | cringed away from her touch, she added, "1 think you might have gotten some
broken ribs from the blow, but the cut is very shallow. Prometheus was watching over you."

"Or he doesn't want her company yet," Jolay said.
"I won't need to itch it, just bandageit tightly. Y ou'll be able to ride and fight again in aweek or two."
"We may haveto ride sooner than that,” Janiyasaid.

"Wadl, shelll do asshe hasto,” Maydan said. She checked the other injuries, then went to get her
bandages.

"Do you think the banditswill comefor us again?' Tamar said. "Their losseswere far heavier..."
"I know. But that was true after our firgt attack, yet they came after us.”
"Could they have been that desperate for horses?' That was Zhannanow, not Tamar.

"Perhaps..." Janiyawaked around our booty, looking over the horses and camelswe'd taken from the
bandits. "Unload the camels. Let's seewhat'sin their packs.”

Maydan returned with bandages and water. She sponged the cut clean, then wrapped my ribstightly with
yards of clean linen, pinning it in place when she was done. It eased the pain dightly, and | had to admit,
now that | knew how minor theinjury realy was, that some of my pain had redlly been from fear.
Maydan wanted to help meinto the yurt, but it was amost dawn now, and | was too keyed up to be able
to deep anytime soon. She fetched me ablanket instead, and | settled down where | could watch the
sgtersunloading the camels.

The contents of the camels packs were mostly unremarkable. There were some sacks of beansand rice,
which were added to our own food stores, and bolts of cloth, some very nice, which would comein
handy for replacing my shredded, blood-soaked clothing. One bolt of cloth dicited gasps, and as| saw it
catch thelight | recognized what it was—silk. The bandits must have robbed traders shortly before
robbing us. We found some good-szed waterskins, some empty and somefull. Then asmal, tightly
closed meta box came down; it required akey, but it didn't take long to force it open. And inside was
the prize—glittering, gem-set jewdry. The wedlth of the bandits, most likely. The women sorted through
the jewdry admiringly, holding up some of the flashier pieces. Not flashy enough to be eye-catching, one
glittering necklace was tossed aside after aquick glance. But it caught my eye. A spell-chain. |
wondered if any of the women here would know what it was. That, that surely was what the bandits



were so desperate to retrieve.

If they know it's here, and they know what it is, why did they keep it locked in a box, rather than
around someone's neck, where it could be used?| thought immediately of the garrison Kyros had sent
meto, years ago, where the second-in-command had taken over. They'd locked their spell-chainina
box aswell, and then put it under guard. For amoment | wondered if these were the same men, but |
doubted it. | thought this spell-chain had probably been stolen.

The soldiers at the garrison had feared madness. There were other reasons to be wary of aspell-chain as
well; binding-spells could grow unstable after the death of the sorceress who performed theinitia
binding. If an aeriko was going to break free from the spell, it would happen when the spell-chain was
used, and keeping it locked in abox when it wasn't in use would do no good. But those with asmall
amount of knowledge and alarge amount of superdtition might well keep it locked away anyway.

Now, would the sisters know what they'd taken? | wondered if | could make my way over and pocket
the chain without anyone noticing. Of course, if it were found on me, evenif they didn't recognize what it
was, they might want to know why | was stealing common property; | thought briefly of the honey. But
dill, it wastempting. ..

Janiya stopped by to look over the oot we'd robbed from the robbers. | saw her pick up the spell-chain
and curl her fist around it—she knew what it was, | thought with a pang of disappointment. She glanced
around, her eyes sweeping over me, and | quickly looked away.

The sun was up now, and the excitement and tenson wasfindly beginning to ebb, leaving exhaustion
behind, and giving me the opportunity to start to fret. Not that | wasterribly expert with asword, but
surely anyone paying attention last night would have noticed that I'd used one before. Saves were never
permitted to touch wegpons, had anyone been watching me closely enough to notice? Certainly Zhanna
saw me get wounded, sherode in so quickly; and Tamar must have seen me during the first attack, since
she was shooting a my attackers. Would they become suspicious? Who ese might have seen?

Worse... It was srange for thereto be a"worse," but now there was. What if the bandits came after us
again? We had the spell-chain; they would want it back. Of course, Janiya could use the aeriko to her
own advantage, but they might gamble that we wouldn't recognize the chain and attack anyway. And
using the spell-chain carried its own risks. Aerikaobeyed their orders because they had to, but they
would twist those orders anytime they could. Janiyawould not be experienced at spell-chain tactics. It
wasn't asif you could just order the agriko to kill your enemies; you had to come up with something else
for them to do. Even ordering them to move your enemies, to some remote spot, was risky; sometimes
people were killed accidentally on tripslike that, particularly since the aeriko were not terribly inclined to
be careful.

The cloth, supplies, and jewelry from the camels had been packed away again, and Zhanna came over to
st by me. | tensed, wondering if she was going to ask me about my skill with a sword, but instead she
offered me awaterskin and then stroked my hair gently. "I'm sorry you were hurt last night. It wasn't fair,
sending you into battle.”

"l was glad to be able to do something useful,” | said, since that was what Tamar might have said. Well,
no. Tamar would have bitten her head off for suggesting that she might have wanted to stay behind.

"Wereyou ever ashaman-trainee?' Zhanna asked.
"No," | sad. "Tamar was, though." | handed the waterskin back to her.

"Huh." Zhanna picked meditatively at her thumbnail. "Did your shaman try to tap you, & least?'



"Why do you ask?'
"Thedjinn seem... interested in you."

My scap prickled as | remembered the Fair One'staunting. "Eh. | wouldn't know. At Kyros's, | worked
inthe stables; | saw the shaman seldom, if a dl. | met the shaman in Sophoss harem, but | wasthere
only briefly..."

"Would you like meto train you?'

"No," | said."Y ou should ask Tamar. She would."

Zhannanodded. "1 could train both of you, | suppose.”

“I'll think about it."

Shewasdlent for afew moments, her handsin her 1ap. "Are you and Tamar summer friends?'
What?"

"Summer friends." She looked at me with wide-eyed frankness, and the baffled look on my face must
havetold her that | had not the faintest idea what she was talking about. "Well, you know. During the
summers, when were with the sisterhood, some of the women have summer friends. Maydan and Jolay,
for ingtance.”

"Y ou mean they'relovers.”

"Right. Summer friends." Shetook aswig of water hersdf. "Of course, somewomen just aren't interested
in that sort of thing. Erdeneis one of those—poor Saken! And then there are women who have al-year
friends. But most of them end up like Janiya."

"What do you mean?"
"Commanders of ssterhoods. And then they seetheir al-year friends only in winter."
"Wouldn't those be winter friends, then?

"Y ou'd think that would be the way it worked, wouldn't you?' Zhannawinked a me. She brushed a
strand of hair from my forehead, and laid her hand gently across my face. "I'll talk to Tamar about
shaman training, too. We can discussit later.”

"Tamar and | aren't lovers, but we're blood sisters,” | said.

"Ohhh," Zhanna said. "I'd wondered why the edress sent you to ustogether! Usualy new people are
plitup.”

Janiya strode over, adightly grim look on her face. | braced mysdif, thinking that she would surdly be
here to confront me about my ability with the sword. But she squatted down beside me, looking alittle
ashamed.

"I shouldn't have let you come along tonight,” she said. "Ruan was right to question it, and even after
Tamar protested, | should have ordered you to stay here. Y ou could both have been killed—especidly
you, inthethick of the fight with asword you barely knew how to use.” | felt awave of relief a her
words, followed by arush of shame. Was| that unskilled with my wegpon?"But | did, and luckily you
both came through with no permanent damage.”



| nodded.

Janiyatucked a blue bead into my hand. ™Y ou proved your couragein that first fight, little ster,” she

sad. "I'm not sure what you proved by coming with usinto the second fight—courage or foolishness, or
perhaps that you felt yoursalvesto be ssters. But | think you earned a second bead then." She placed a
second bead beside thefirst on my pam. "Both you and Tamar." She patted my shoulder. "Rest and let
your body mend itself. You'reto takeit easy as much as possible until May dan says you're recovered.”

Asl lay around camp with Jolay, | worked on embroidering my black felt vest. The picture of the
wineglass was quickly completed: shaky, but | supposed that was dmost appropriate. | needed an image
for my life at Kyross—other than ahorse, because | still wasn't ready to try to make apicture of a
horse. | could embroider ashovel, | supposed, for the manure.

| had supposedly shoveled in the barn, but some mischief in me made me think thet it would be niceto do
the vest using real images, imagesthat truly represented my past but could sill be explained to the Alashi.
Kyroswasn't my owner, but he was my boss. What image could | use to represent him?

Honey cakes, | thought, picturing mysdlf in Kyrossoffice. | never went in there without being offered
tea and a honey cake. But that didn't redlly capture Kyros, an image of ahoney cake implied aglutton,
and Kyroswas never aglutton. Particularly snce | couldn't very well say to the Alashi that he ways
offered me honey cakeswhen | returned from amission...

| summoned up an image of Kyrosin my mind's eye. Though he was technicaly amilitary commander, he
had the softness of a man who spent little time in the saddle and even less doing real work, but 1'd seen
him training with his sword, and he could move asfast as adiving hawk when he wanted. A hawk. That
wasn't abad image for Kyros; the hawk circled high above the desert, waiting to spot its prey, and that
was often how | thought of Kyras. But in truth, Kyros wasn't a hawk; he was more like a hawk's master,
gtting in the cool of acave and waiting for the hawks to return with offerings of rabbits, squirrels, and
gparrows. You've returned with my little straying bird already.

His spell-chains—he wore one around his neck, the other looped around hisleft wrist, so that no one
could possibly missthe fact that he had two of them. On rare occasions held loaned oneto me; |
remembered the fed of the cool stones against my neck. | could embroider a picture of aspell-chain; |
could use that to outline the back of the vest. And that way, if Janiya saw melooking &t the spell-chain
she picked up, she'd understand why. Perfect, | thought, and reached for the thread.

"Lauria"" Janiyas voice brokeinto my reverie. "l need acup of water."

| set down my vest and stood up, with some effort, and picked up the waterskin. As| put my hand onit,
it occurred to me that Janiyawas testing me again. | threw the waterskin to the ground and sat down with
athump.

Janiyalaughed. "Better," shesaid. "But you ill fail.”

Tamar sighed as | sat back down. She seemed to have the morning off from practicing archery or
horseback riding or whatever they'd been drilling her on while | was recovering, and she'd settled down
beside me. She was till embroidering her first image—arosebud, ripped in haf, with feathers scattered
across the bottom of the vest. "'l don't know why she didn't tell meto get her water that time," Tamar
muttered. "l wasall set to ask her what was wrong with her legsthat she couldn't get it hersalf.”

| shrugged, though it disturbed me alittle that someone who'd actudly been a dave would have no



trouble seeing through the demand to the test underneath. "1t'll be your turn next time. Probably.”
Tamar laughed alittle.

"Y ou should talk to Zhanna, you know," | said. "Sheredly is ashaman. Maybe shell finish your training,
if you ask."

Tamar gave me along, mournful stare. "'l think she likes you better," she said, and went back to her
embroidery.

CHAPTER EIGHT

My wounds were gtill painful when Janiyaannounced thet it wastimeto move, and to move quickly.

| looked her over carefully as| roseto join the othersin packing our bags, and | thought | saw the glitter
of the spell-chain peeking from the edge of her fist. She's been using the aeriko to watch the bandits, |
thought. Sheld wanted to give me and Jolay time to heal up before we moved, if possible, but now the
bandits were presumably moving toward us again.

Well, | wasn't redlly looking forward to moving, let alone moving quickly, but | could if | had to. Around
me, women began to pack bags and take apart the yurt; others went to gather in the flocks, which had
been kept close by sincetheraid. | gathered up my own belongings—vest, blankets, sworduand
strapped them to Kara's saddle. Tamar joined me afew minutes later, pink-cheeked and breathless;
she'd been out riding. She greeted me breathlesdy and ran to help pack the yurt.

| returned to camp to offer to help with the yurt, but Maydan firmly told me to sit down somewhere and
rest until it wastimeto leave. | withdrew to the edge of theriver to St in the shade of atree, watching the
activity back in the camp.

Therewasashimmer intheair in front of me. "Y ou are seldom done," the aeriko said.

It sounded Amost like acomplaint, and | suppressed alaugh, mindful of the fact that someone might
glancein my direction and see metalking to the air. "Do you have amessage for me?" | asked.

"Kyros sends the following words.” The shimmer shifted dightly and | heard Kyrossintonation in its
voice. "Greetings, Lauria, and | will try to keep this short. Y ou are my most trusted aide and you have my
complete confidence—however, | have been very worried about your safety, whichiswhy | sent the
aeriko to keep watch over you. Please give the aeriko a brief update, to set my mind at rest.”

Theachein my ribs subsided as| listened to Kyrosswords, and | felt the calm reassurance of hiswords
wrap around me. | hadn't even redlized that my stomach was churning until | felt it settle. "Things are
goingwell," | said softly. "Wdl, mogtly. Wereul'm—uworking to be accepted as one of the Alashi. It
hasn't been easy but I've passed some of thetests.” | fingered the bandage on my side. "We were
attacked afew nights ago, and | waswounded in the fight. I'm recovering now.” Should | mention
Janiyas spell-chain? | hesitated—no, surely he knew that the Alashi had many resources, one more could
hardly matter to him. But | could tell him about Sophos. "There's something you should know about
what happened when | waswith Sophos,” | said. | paused for amoment to collect my thoughts, but
suddenly my breath was ragged and my mouth was dry. The aeriko shimmered sllently in the air, waiting.
"I—" No, that wasn't how to begin. "He—"



Back at camp, | could see Tamar conferring with Maydan, and Maydan pointing toward me. " Someone's
coming,” | said. My voice was ungteady, sumbling. | wish | could talk with Kyros about this
face-to-face, not through an aeriko. "Y ou'd better go, someone's coming.”

The shimmer vanished. | glanced toward the camp again, hoping that nobody had seen anything, and saw
that Tamar was not coming toward me after al. | could have finished my report. | rubbed my forehead
with my hand, hoping that anyone who saw me would think my headache was from the glare of the sun.
At least thisway, | could mull over how to tdl my story, instead of thrashing around for wordswhile
facing an agriko.

| hugged Kyros's reassurances around mysdlf like a blanket as | made my way back toward camp.
Everything was loaded up; women were mounting horses and moving out. Someone had saddled Kara
for me, and | mounted with alittle bit of difficulty and joined the rest of the group. As| Sarted toride
out, | suddenly remembered something I'd seen, but not entirely noticed, down by theriver. A cooking
pot—the big iron pot we cooked rice in. Someone had been scrubbing it, probably, and left it behind.
Wéll, I'd ride down to the river and grab it and catch up; eveninjured | thought | could probably manage
thet.

It was right where | remembered seeing it—tipped over and full of water and sand. | Started to lift it and
had to stop; the strain on my ribs was too painful, and it felt like my entire back seized up in protest from
the effort. | swore, in Greek; | had pictured mysalf smply scooping it up and tying it to the back of my
saddle. | hadn't remembered it being this heavy, but then, when Tamar and | had cooked the medl, |
hadn't had a brokenrib. | kicked it over to dump out the water and sand, let it drain for amoment, then
tried again. | thought | could probably lift it, but whether | could get it, and myself, up on my horsetwell,
that was another question entirely.

"What the hell are you doing?"

It was Tamar. Relief washed over me. "1 saw this pot when | was down by the river and | redlized
someone had forgotten it. | thought... | thought I'd..."

"Why didn't you tell someoneinstead of taking off by yoursaf? Oh, don't worry about it. I'll get it."
Tamar efficiently loaded the pot onto her own horse and helped me mount back up. "Come on, well
haveto hurry to catch up.”

We encountered Maydan on the way; she had doubled back to look for us. | was keeping up, but with a
tight jaw and clenched fists, and Maydan sent Tamar on ahead while riding with me. "We can stop and
rest if you need to, | know where everyone e seisgoing.”

"What if the bandits..."

"They're moving but they're not within striking distance of usyet." Despite her confident words, Maydan
glanced over her shoulder to scan the horizon. | wondered if she knew about Janiyas spell-chain. What
would Zhanna and the other djinn worshippersthink of Janiyamaking use of abound djinn?

For that matter, | wasn't entirely certain | trusted Janiya's information. Janiya couldn't possibly have alot
of experience getting useful information out of bound aerika. It could havetold her that the banditswere
close just for the fun of seeing us scurry around like mice in ahawk's shadow; after al, without a precise
definition, close could mean "closer than Penelopeia” By the same token, if the bandits were too far
away to see, it could have told her they were far. Did Janiyaknow just how precisaly she had to phrase
her questions, in order to trust the answers?

| knew how to get information out of aerika. Throughout theride, | mulled over whether | could offer to



help, and if S0, on what pretext. | could plausibly claim to have recognized the spell-chain, but | could
think of no excuse for aformer dave to have much experience at questioning agrika. Perhapsif I'd been a
longtime trusted servant a Kyross | would have occasiondly overheard him giving ingtructionsto an
aeriko, but asastable girl... no. Therewas nothing | could say; it wastoo risky.

Regardless of whether Janiya's aeriko was providing her with reliable information, Maydan and | were
not attacked by the bandits before we joined the rest of the sisterhood at dusk. We had falen so far
behind during the day that camp was entirely set up by the time we reached it. The other women had built
theyurts, lit afire, and started dinner. | let Maydan remove Kara's saddle but insisted on grooming her
mysdif; it wasn't asif it was that strenuous achore. | had underestimated how utterly exhausted | was,
and when | was hdf done, she took the brush from meand | didn't protest.

| dumped to the ground beside Tamar, hating my weakness, hating mysdlf for having been so cardless as
to get injured. Tamar handed me abowl of lentilsand rice, which | ate without even redly tasting them. |
washed them down with water, refused the skin of kumiss, and went to get my blanket; al | wanted was

deep.

Janiya stopped me as| wasreturning to the yurt. "Tamar says that you went to get the cook pot, that you
noticed it had been forgotten.”

"Yeah," | said, wondering what 1'd done wrong now.
"Why didn't you tell someone elseto go get it?"

| shrugged. "Everyone e se was busy. | thought it would only take aminute; | hadn't redlized how hard it
would beto lift the pot.”

Tamar saw Janiyatalking to me and joined me; her nervousness was pa pable. She glanced anxioudy at
me, and shot Janiyaahogtile look. "We didn't get that far behind,” Tamar said.

"Y ou went after Lauria," Janiyasaid to her. "Why?"

"What was | supposed to do? Tell someone elseto go look for her? | was the one who noticed she was
missing. | didn't think it would take long to find her, and if sheld fallen behind because of her injury, |
could ride after the rest of the ssterhood and tell them to dow down.”

"But she hadn't falen behind because of her injury.”

"Not then, no," Tamar said, her voice impatient. " She was struggling with the pot, so | loaded it up and
we went. What did we do wrong now?'

"Nothing," Janiya said. She dapped ablue bead into my hand, then oneinto Tamar's. "For showing
initiative. Theinitiative you failed to show that first day, when | sent you out looking for karenite. Y ou
acted as ssters and free women, not as daves.”

"For getting apot?"' | blurted out.

"It'sno smpler than getting water for yourself before heading out for awalk in the desert,” Janiyasaid.
She gave us each a cordia nod and walked away.

Tamar was grinning; | shook my head, hovering between dation and disgust. | would never figurethese
women out. Ever . My mission was doomed, then, unless| happened to pass the tests by luck, which
seemed unlikely. | threaded my new bead on the leather thong, then strode into the yurt, threw down my
blankets, and went to deep.



| woke early, before the sun was up, and had to get up to relieve myself. The sky wasjust beginning to
lighten; | stepped out of camp to squat in the long grass, and became aware after amoment or two that
an aeriko was watching me.

| quickly finished my business, uncomfortable with the audience. | hadn't yet decided how to tell Kyros
what had happened—I hadn't expected him to send the aeriko back so soon. "What now?" | whispered.
It said nothing, hovering in theair. "Did Kyros want more information”?”

"Who isKyros?'

| redlized that the aeriko was unbound—or perhaps this was Janiya's aeriko. | bit back a Greek curse
and said, "Did Janiya send you?'

"No one sent me."

Widl, that was something. "What do you want with me?'

Silence and the shimmer. Then: "Y ou are followed by one of my kind."

That would no doubt be Kyross aeriko. "l see,”" | said.

"Anendaved djinn. A daver wishesto spy on you."

"Why areyou teling methis?* Wasit trying to be helpful ? Or to find out if | knew who'd sent the spy?
Silence again. Then the shimmer vanished like afaint star behind acloud, and | knew | was aone.

| wasn't going to be able to deep after that sort of conversation, but | was il hurting too much to go
gart on any useful work. After shivering on the edge of camp for a short time, wondering what to do with
mysdlf, | went and sat by the embers of thefire.

Ruan wasthefirg of the sstersto get up in the morning. "Oh," she said as she stepped out of the yurt.
"So that'swhere you went."

"Did you missme?' | asked, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

"Ohyeah," she sad. "It's such adisappointment when | don't get woken up in the middle of the night.”
She wandered over closer to the fire and tossed on some fresh fudl. ™Y ou must think you're quite the
newly polished sword, little blossomuwounded in your first fight, everyone hovering over you like aclutch
of henswith alimping chick."

"I'm sure everyone's wounded sooner or later,” | said. Y ou, for instance, clearly had your face
rearranged &t least once."

"Y ou certainly have ahigh opinion of your wit."
| squinted. "Maybetwice."

"Do you want to see the wound | took defending the sisterhood, little blossom?' Ruan pulled up her tunic
to show along, ragged scar along her side. It had clearly been a much deeper wound than I'd taken—in
fact, it was amazing that sheld survived it. She let me take along, incredulous look, then dropped her
tunic and walked away without another word.

The ssters spent the morning settling into the camp they'd set up so hadtily the night before—unpacking
food, sorting out things that had been jumbled together when they had to load up in ahurry, exploring the



area. "Wed have had to move soon anyway," Saken said. "The grass near our old camp was nearly
grazed out."

| helped where | could, but found myself mostly shooed away to rest in the shade dong with Jolay. She
didn't seem nearly asfrustrated by her injury as| felt by mine; in fact, she dmost seemed to be making
the mogt of it, sending her friends running to get her water when she wasthirsty so she didn't haveto
budge from the shade. | felt restless and bored, and sick to death of embroidery. | cut afresh thread and
grudgingly poked the needle through the black felt, thinking back to the endless hours I'd spent under my
mother's eye asachild. I'd hated embroidery then, too.

In early afternoon, there was a shout from someone at the edge of camp; she could seeacloud of dustin
the distance. The news flew through the camp like a swarm of gnats, and even Jolay got to her feet to
gather at the edge of camp to see what was going on. "They tracked us," Ruan muttered furioudy, then
glanced over a me asif it were somehow my faullt.

Janiyabit her lip and shook her head; | saw her hand go to something tucked under her shirt. She'd been
keeping an eye on the bandits, and was confident this wasn't them—but what if the bandits had split up
and the aeriko had chosen to interpret the other group as the "bandits' he'd been asked to watch for? |
itched to take Janiya aside and ask to use the spell-chain mysdlf.

Then Janiya pulled her empty hand back and said, "Right. We have to assumeit'sthem. Jolay and Lauria,
take your weapons and hide yoursdves awvay from camp—I don't want you fighting unlessit's your only
chance of survival. Tamar, you can go with them to help protect them if they're found. Everyone dse, get
your wegpons and horses; were riding out to meet them.”

Tamar bit her lip, then fetched her bow—the one she'd practiced with seemed to be her bow now—and
her thumb-ring and arrows. Jolay had abow and along knife, and | took my sword and grabbed a
waterskin for good measure. It was daytime, and there was no guarantee we'd be hiding anywhere near
water.

Jolay took the lead. Tamar and | followed her dong theriver and then away from it, heading over alow
rise. After afew minutes of walking she found aspot shaded by alittle bit of overhanging rock; long grass
grew around it, and once we settled down on the ground we were invisible to anyone who didn't ssumble
across us.

"How will thesstersfind us?' | asked.

"Well, eventualy I'm sure they'll sumble across our starved and withered bodies..." Jolay said. "Oh,
don't look so gtricken, Tamar! | wasjoking. Janiyawill blow the horn when it's safe to return, three long
blasts™

We settled in. Jolay was out of breath and cradling her injured arm. | passed her the waterskin and she
gave meawry smile and anod of approval. "Very good, blossom,” she intoned. "Y ou remembered to
bring water without being told. Beads all around!" | couldn't help snickering at that.

| strained to hear the sounds of battle—shouts, the clash of metd, anything. | heard the wind moving
through the grass, and amoment later, the piercing whistle of abird nearby. Below that, | could hear the
hum of insects. If there was a battle going on, it wastoo far away to hear. Jolay took adrink of water,
then leaned back against the rock and closed her eyes. Tamar sat with her bow in her hand and an arrow
out, even twitchier than | was.

"Doyou just hatethis?' | asked Jolay after afew minutes.



"Hate thisweather?" She opened her eyes and turned her head to look at me. "No, | think it's rather
fine"

"Not thewesather." | rolled my eyes. "Being wounded. Not being able to fight. Not knowing what's going
on."

Sherolled her eyes back at me. "Of course | do. Why would you fedl the need to ask?' She shrugged
with her good shoulder. "But hating it won't heal my arm any fagter.” She closed her eyesagain. "Rdlax,”
shesad. "It will dl be over soon.”

| strained again to listen, but could hear only the wind, the birds, and Jolay's even, regular breathing.
Tamar tapped the ground with the point of her arrow; after afew minutes, Jolay opened her eyesand
saw her and said, "Don't do that. You'll dull it." Tamar bit her lip and stopped.

| wished I'd at least brought along my vest and aneedle, or something to do. Anything. Jolay till looked
relaxed enough to nap. | couldn't hear anything. Tamar set the arrow down and switched to ripping up
thelong dry grass from the ground, then shredding it. | wanted to pace, but that would pretty well

destroy the whole point of hiding. Also, my ribs hurt more when | waswalking.

Finaly we heard three long blasts on Janiyas horn.
Tamar put her arrow back in the quiver and picked up my waterskin, and Jolay led us back to camp.

The firgt thing we saw as we approached were the camels—l ots of them, and with short, sparse hair
instead of the luxurious silky coats our own camels had. Then we saw a dozen newcomers standing by
the camels—men, | redized after aminute. "Merchants," Jolay exclaimed in relief and pleasure. "That's
who was raising the dust. Not the bandits after al." Her eyes glinted. "And men. Oh my, this should be
interesing.”

"Don't you have asummer friend?’ Tamar asked.

"Yes, Maydan and | keep each other good company. But Ruan... Erdene... well! It'slike getting a sack
of sweet oranges out of season.” She lowered her eyesin fase demureness, then glanced up to seeif
she'd made Tamar smile. She had.

Janiyamotioned us over. Two of the newcomers were clearly the owners of the caravan; they were well
dressed and conversing with Janiya. "Thisis Amin, and thisis Gerhard,” Janiyasaid. "They'reslk
merchants."

Amin and Gerhard turned to us and bowed. Though they were dressed identically, in loose robes that
covered them from their headsto their feet, they couldn't have looked more different. Amin wasvery
dark-skinned, much darker than any Greek or Danibeki 1'd ever seen; Gerhard had the palest skinI'd
ever seen, soivory he dmost looked ill, and yellow hair. His eyeswere pae blue, like the morning sky.
Amin's eyeswere arich dark brown and very large, and hishair wastightly curled like sheep'swooal. |
redlized | was staring, and averted my eyes as| muttered a greeting.

"Y ou and your men arewelcometo join usfor dinner,” Janiyasaid to them, glancing a me with ahint of
exagperation. | wondered if sheworried that | was going to grab one of these men as a bed partner for
the night, adesire-crazed girl with no "summer friend" to keep her company. | couldn't think of any way
to reassure her that wouldn't have sounded even more foolish, so | started to edge away instead. "When
you make your camp,” she continued, "please set your tents alittle removed from ours.”

"Asyou wish, graciouslady,” Gerhard said in accented Danibeki, and bowed again. "We would be



honored to join you at your meal.”
"We may have some goodsto trade with you," Janiya added. "More than just karenite."

Gerhard raised an eyebrow at this; Amin gave her abrilliant smile. "We would be ddlighted to discussit
after welve seen to our camels. May we draw water from your stream?"

"Of course." Janiyanodded her permission and the two men led their camels down to theriver.

Thetangible fear was gone, replaced by afestive mood. The sisters hadn't even put their wegpons away,
but had gathered by the door of the yurt to discuss the newcomersin low voices. "Did you see
Gerhard's eyes?' Erdene was asking.

"l liked Amin's eyes better," Ruan said, for once laughing with everyone dse.
"Y ou can have Amin, I'll take Gerhard,” Erdene said.
"Oh, but wouldn't Arai bejedlous?’

"At thispoint, | don't think hed complain, so long as Gerhard got me pregnant,” Erdene said, and sighed.
"Do you think Janiyawould be furious?"

"Probably,” Ruan said.
"Of course shewould," Saken said. "The question is, are Gerhard's beautiful eyesworth it?”
"Almost,” Erdene said with adreamy sigh.

Jolay opened her mouth, then shut it and dipped her arm around Maydan's waist. Maydan glanced back
at her with an amused smile and said, "I'm so pleased for you that you have the opportunity for some
company." Ruan shot her a sour ook, and Maydan beamed back at her.

When the men returned from watering their camels and setting up smal tentsfor themsalves and their
men, Janiya brought out the bolt of silk we'd taken from the bandits. It was dark red, and caught the
afternoon sun like acut gem. | heard afaint sgh from Saken, near my side, and | thought she probably
wanted to rub thefabric just to fed its sheen. Amin and Gerhard were good traders. Though thishad to
be an unexpected find, their faces showed only the same polite interest they had shown before. Amin
took the bolt and unrolled it partway, to examine the fabric more closdy. "Thisisredly quite lovely. How
did you come upon it?"

"We were raided aweek or so ago. The bandits found the encounter less than profitable.” Janiyalet
hersdf amirk.

Gerhard laughed out loud and bowed yet again. "I sdute you, lady, and your warriors. We encountered
bandits some weeks back, but fortunately our men were able to drive them off."

"If the bandits you met came off the worse for your encounter, you've done usagood turn,” Amin said.
"So welll giveyou avery good pricefor your slk..." At that point, of course, the bargaining beganin
earnest. | listened with some interest; | thought it afair enough ded by the end. After the dedl was
concluded, Gerhard magnanimoudy threw in asack of oranges for the ssterhood to share.

There was meat with dinner; Janiya decided to have agoat daughtered, and stewed in the pot with the
beans. The meet was greasy but at least it offered some variety; | chewed each piecefor along time.
There was bread, too, and even honey in aheavy clay jar. "Thisisthe finest med |'ve tasted since leaving



Axum,” Amin said. "Y our hospitdity to us Strangersis most gracious, and we humbly thank you. All of
you." | noticed that he drank aslittle of the inevitable kumiss as he possibly could while ill being polite.

"Let usoffer you something," Gerhard said after taking his own tiny, polite swalow of the curd-laden
kumiss. He retreated to his own camp for aminute, then returned with aclay jug. | saw him glance at
Amin, who grinned and nodded assent. "Fine Greek wine."

"Lovely!" Saken exclaimed, and held out her cup as Gerhard poured.

"Aren't you men heading west?' Ruan asked with some amusement. "Who are you going to sl the
Greek wineto?'

"No one," Gerhard said in acongpiratorial whisper. "Wedrink it oursalves. And shareit with our hosts.
Who esewould like acup?'

There was an ingant clamor; kumiss might be what everyone was used to, but exotic Greek intoxicants
were certainly not to berefused. | gladly let Gerhard fill my cup, and brought it to my lips.

"Let me get you some wine," Tamar said. The wine had a strange taste, asif it had started to
sour. | pushed the cup away, wanting to be sober for my meeting with Sophos, but Tamar pushed
it back to my lips.

| jerked back, my hand shaking; the smdll of the wine had summoned the harem so vividly for amoment |
amost thought | was back there. | felt sick to my stomach; | forced myself to take asip anyway, and
shuddered. Tamar had not taken any wineat al, | noticed. | played with my cup, looking at the other
women; Ruan took only asmall amount, but everyone else happily let Gerhard fill their cups. From the
looks on their faces, not everyone liked the taste once they tried it.

| tried again to take a sp and could barely choke it down. Saken seemed to be enjoying her wine, so
when sheld finished, | poured my wineinto her cup. Ruan was watching me, afaint smirk on her face, but
for once she said nothing.

"So we heard strange rumors when we passed through Mdeinaia," Gerhard said. "The Pendlopeians are
planning an offensivein thefdl, to wipe out the Alashi once and for dl.”

"They're aways planning to wipe us out once and for dl," Janiyasaid. "Did you hear any new rumors?’
"Well, they're bringing troops north,” Gerhard said.

"It won't be good for trade, if they win,” Amin said. "The Alashi keep the banditsin check aong our
route across this desert, mostly. The Penelopelans won't have any reason to care. Especialy asthey have
their own profitable trade, using djinn caravans.”

"How can you possibly compete with that?" | asked. "They can trangport far more with djinn than you
canwith cames.”

"Lucky for us, the Pendopeians are greedy,” Gerhard said with an amiablelaugh. "They could undercut
us but they don't bother. We aren't enough of athrest to their empire to be worth ssomping out.”

Saken shook her head. "Neither are we—you'd think. | don't know why they care that we're up here.”

"Werether onefailure,” Ruan said. "They said they'd punish the Danibeki by flooding our lands and
endaving our people, but some of us escaped. And keep escaping.”



"Well, it doesn't matter how many troopsthey bring up,” Maydan said sturdily. "We can dways retreat
into the desert and let the sun kill the Greeks."

Therewas around of laughter, and everyone added the tidbits they knew about how stupid the Greeks
could be: they couldn't find water if it wasright in front of their nose, they couldn't navigate on the
featureless plain, they rode oxen and caled them horses, and so on. | stared into the fire, thinking about
how wrong these clamsredlly were. I'd learned how to find water from Nikon, Kyross kinsman and my
good friend. I'd made it to the Alashi aive, even with an unexpected companion. The Greeks had
spell-chains and bound aerika; they could have the aerika find water for them. For that matter, they could
have an agrikawater-caravan, doing nothing but refilling jugs of water from somewhere to the south and
bringing them up to the army. Kyros knew how to navigate by the stars, he didn't need landmarks any
morethan | did, and while the Alashi horses might be better for long rides through the desert, Zhade—a
sudden lonely longing for my own horse rose up in my throat and choked me, for amoment—Zhade was
certainly no ox.

| fingered the dmost-compl eted spell-chain on the back of my black vest. Those Greeks you're
laughing at could wipe you out, | thought. They are planning something, or Kyros wouldn't have
sent me here. And then another chilling thought: They will wipe you out, and | will help them do it. |
stroked the embroidered stitches, picturing, against my will, Greek soldiersriding through the camp; the
women here fought well, but if they were outnumbered, betrayed ... It was easy to fed asmal spark of
pleasure imagining something bad happening to Ruan, but | had no mdice toward Jolay, Maydan, Saken,
Erdene. Not even toward Janiya. And certainly not Tamar .

And why had the Sisterhood of Weavers decided suddenly thisyear that it was time to wipe out the
Alashi? The Arch-Magia has reason to believe that the bandits are planning a larger offensive
against us. So the sorceress had said. But 1'd seen no evidence of that. For that matter, Kyross djinn
hadn't even asked me about these rumors, only whether | wastrusted yet. It's the Greeks who are
planning an offensive, with me as the poison on their own arrow-tip, ready to betray frominside.
But why now? And why bother? AsKyros had noted, it was the Greek bandits that caused most of the
trouble anymore.

The Greeks must want something that's in Alashi territory. But what? I'd seen little but steppe and
sky in the months I'd been here. Wiping out the Alashi isa lot of trouble to go to just for some
dried-out grass and weathered rocks. No, wait. Rocks. | closed my fist over some of the loose
pebbles on the ground, and remembered the iron mine I'd passed with Sophos. There were minesin the
hills on the edge of Greek territory, where people dug deep into the ground to bring out iron, lead, gold,
and other things of use or value. No doubt there was more of everything under the ground | was Sitting
on right now. Perhaps that was what the Greeks wanted.

Stll. Evenfor gold, it seemed like agreat ded of troubleto goto.

Despite thefire, | was growing cold, and | could see another wineskin coming out. | excused myself and
retreated to the yurt to deep. | would have to think about this more later.

"Y ou are my mogt trusted servant, and you have never disappointed me, Lauria.”

| wasin Kyross office, munching on ahoney cake. It was early winter; there was afire on the hearth.
One of thelogs snapped suddenly, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. Thelight caught on a
faceted bead of the spell-chain wrapped around Kyrosswrigt.

"Ismy mission complete?’ | asked, wondering why | couldn't remember how it ended. Oh yes:. attack,



blood, victory for the Greeks. It al seemed very distant.

"You did perfectly. Brilliantly." Kyros had an apple on his desk, asred asa spring flower. He cut it into
dices, passng me asucculent wedge. "Y ou have never let me down—nbut you truly surpassed yoursdlf
thistime™"

"I'mglad,” | said. And | was, though it was a strange, distant pleasure.
"Nameyour reward, Lauria.”
My reward? " Sophoss head on asteke," | said instantly.

"I had him executed months ago, as soon as | heard. Besides, that's justice, not areward. | want to offer
you more than that."

Then, of course. "Tamar," | said. " She was one of Sophoss daves, and she escaped when | did. She's
become agood friend of mine. I'd like her to be freed, to come live with me. Perhapswe could find a
placeintown..."

"A houseand a..." Kyrosamost said dave, | redlized. "Tamar," hefinished. "Of course, those are easy
thingsto arrange. I'll have the young lady sent to you this afternoon.”

The room seemed oddly dark, despite the fire, and | saw another glint from Kyross spell-chain. "Wait," |
said, and grabbed hiswrist for a closer look. One bead shifted in color as| looked at it: gray to greento
blue. "That'skarenite,” | said. "The soul-stone of the spell-chain is made from karenite.”

Kyros pulled hisarm back from me, looking confused. "I understand now," | said, asthe dream faded
into the darkness of the yurt. "Now | know what it isyou'relooking for."

| woke, freezing cold. I'd lost my blanket somehow in my deep, and | was close enough to the door of
the yurt that the night wind was blowing across my head. | retrieved my blanket and noticed that the yurt
seemed strangely empty. Tamar was where she belonged, but Ruan was missing, and Erdene. |
suppressed a snicker, thinking about the merchants and their pretty eyes. They must have dipped off to
the merchants camp. | wondered where summer friends found the time and privacy to enjoy each other's
company... Wdll, people tend to find away when they're determined.

| tucked my blanket in around me and thought about the dream. Karenite was scattered across the
steppe; after that origina errand 1'd spotted it and picked up pieces severd times. But I'd never seen it
lying on the ground near Elpisa. If it's the foundation of the Ssterhood's power, then of course they
want more of it. Need more of it. | was quite certain, mulling over what 1'd pieced together, that | was
right about this.

It was strange, knowing something thisimportant when Kyros hadn't told me. As| dipped back down
into deep, | thought about the other part of the dream. | can trust Kyros, | thought. And whatever else
comes, | will keep Tamar safe.

CHAPTER NINE

"Closeyour eyes," Zhannasaid. "Find acomfortable position to Sit in. Now watch your breeth: in, then



out. In, then out.”

| pulled my legs up beside me, thinking that 1'd be more comfortable in achair, and wondering where the
nearest chair was—jprobably no closer than one of the Greek garrisons on the very edge of their
territory. | sat up asstraight as| could, since before I'd closed my eyes|1'd seen Tamar carefully
arranging hersdf with a perfectly straight back. | tried to pay attention to my breathing, as Zhanna had
suggested: in, out. In, out.

It didn't take melong to get bored.

Also, my butt began to tingle, and pretty soon after that, it went to deep entirely. So did my left leg. |
considered changing position but | hadn't heard Tamar shift, so | felt like | probably wasn't supposed to.
If I were really paying attention to my bresth, if | were doing thisright, | probably wouldn't even be
noticing how uncomfortable | was. | shifted discreetly. My ribs ached, though the wound was mostly
hedled. In, out, | told mysdf sternly.

| was not cut out to be a shaman.

Tamar, on the other hand—I could hear her breath, when | listened for it. Perfectly even, and asfar as|
could tell, she hadn't moved amuscle. Beyond Tamar, | could hear abird singing, and insects humming.
Even Zhannawasn't moving, rot her. | had to move, findly, so | rearranged my legs and tried again to get
comfortable. Now my numb |eft leg began to come back to life; it felt like it was being stabbed by savera
hundred tiny needles. | leaned forward, suppressing agroan, and flexed my foot inside my boot. Breathe
. I wondered if Tamar had actually entered the open, receptive state that | suspected was supposed to be
our goa here. Probably.

Time passed. | watched the play of sun and shadow inside my eyelids, and tried to shift position often
enough that my limbs didn't fall adeep and my kneesdidn't ache. | clenched my handsinto fistsand
rubbed my thumbs against my fingers. An insect landed on my shoulder and | twitched it off. | wondered
if Zhannawas going to make us Sit here like thisal afternoon.

Then | heard something new: asnort. No, asnore. Then, closer, agiggle. | opened my eyes and saw that
Tamar had fdlen adegp; Zhannawas laughing a Tamar, and & me.

"Wake up, deepyhead,” she said, prodding Tamar. Tamar's eyes flew open and darted back and forth
between me and Zhanna.

"l didn't—" Tamar said.
"| can't believe you got comfortable enough to fall adeep,” | muttered.

"l wasmorelike Lauria," Zhannasaid chearfully. "Twitching around like aheadless chicken. | figured it
was worth atry. There are people who can enter the shamanic trance just by meditating. | cando it, very
occasiondly. It'sthe easest way, if it'sapath that's open to you. Clearly it's not going to work for either
of you, so let'stalk about what might work."

"Jaran dances," Tamar said. "The shaman back at... where Lauriaand | used to live. He had me drum
for him."

Zhannanodded. "That's one way to do it. Drumming itself is another way. What moves you? What takes
your soul to another place?'

Riding my horse, | thought, thinking of Zhade.



"Not dancing,” Tamar said.

"All right, not dancing. Drumming?"

"l don't know."

"What about you, Lauria?"

"Riding," | said, because | hadn't come up with anything else.

"Wadll, that's not avery practicd way to enter astate where you can invite the djinn. But if physicd things
work well for you, maybe you can try dancing.”

| shrugged.
"WEell bring adrum dong next time," Zhanna said.

"Y ou'reteaching us how to talk to the djinn," Tamar said. "What if the djinn decide on their own to talk
to us?'

"Well, that happens sometimes, of course,” Zhanna said. " Sometimes djinni possess people who didn't
invite them. Has that ever happened to either of you?"

We shook our heads.

"Djinni who possess the unwilling are sometimes very angry; more often, they'rejust trying to cause
trouble. They seemto find it amusing. According to our stories, djinn-possession used to be very rare.
It's become much more common as the endaverment of djinni has become more common.”

"It ssemsto happen alot lessherethan it did back in Helladia," Tamar said.

"The djinn know that we aren't their enemies" Zhannasaid. "It does happen here sometimes, but you're
right, less often. At any rate, the djinn can possess the unwilling, aswell as shamans; if this happensto
you, you probably won't be able to do much about it. Do you know of any other ways that the djinn

might spesk to you?'
"Dreams,” Tamar said.

"That'sright. It is my belief—" Zhannalowered her voice alittle, though no one dsewas around "—well,
there are those who say that Athena spoke to Alexander in dreams, before he conquered Olympus and
took Zeussthrone. | think that when people think their dreams were sent by Athena, or by Alexandertior
for that matter by Arachne or Prometheus—they are actualy hearing the djinn.”

| thought about the vivid nightmares I'd had about Sophos. If those were from the djinn, what were the
diinntrying to tel me? Don't trust Sophos?1 bit back asnicker. | didn't need the djinn to tell me that.

"Do you believe in Arachne and Prometheus?’ Tamar asked Zhanna

Zhanna shrugged and | could see that she wastrying to think of adiplomatic response. "I don't know.
I've never seen either one. | pray with the rest of the Sisterhood as a sign of respect for my sgters; if
Arachne and Prometheus don't exi<, I've wasted nothing but time. If they do exi<, I'm sure they're bright
enough to know that my devotion isn't exactly heartfelt, but | doubt they worry too much about me and
the other shamans. Now, back to the djinn; there is one other way that the djinn might choose to speak
to you, and that issmply to speak to you. It'srare, but they can do it if they chooseto.”



"Why wouldn't they just talk to usinstead of sending dreams?' Tamar asked.

"Dreams are the closest most people ever get to the Silent Lands. When you're adeep, sometimesthe
djinn can tak to you from their own side of the web."

"How do you know if adream was sent by the djinn?" | asked.

"Well... you cant, dways. But djinn-sent dreams are particularly vivid. | suppose your nightmaresare,
too," she added with a sympathetic smile. "Those are probably not sent by the djinn, athough they might
be. When therés alot weighing on our hearts, our hearts can keep our nights pretty busy without any
help." Sheglanced a Tamar. "Since you're blood sisters, you know, someday you might be ableto learn
to communicate with each other using dreams. They'd be kind of like djinn-dreams, very vivid. Shamans
can do that when they share blood with someone.”

"Isit just shamanswho can use that sort of magic?" | asked, thinking about some of the other sorts of
magic |'d heard about.

"Well—modtly. I've heard stories about mothers and children...”
| laughed alittle. "I thought afew times growing up that my mother could hear my thoughts."

"It'srare, but some people can do that with their blood kin, dong with sending dreams. Some can even
control thoughts, at least up to apoint, but that's pretty complicated magic. It's not something | know
how to do. It's not something I've ever wanted to do." Her face was bleak for a second, and then she
laughed and added, "If you'd met any of my blood kin, you'd understand why! Anyway—" She stood up
and brushed hersdlf off. "We should be getting back. It's going to be time for dinner soon.”

On theway back to camp, Tamar asked her, "What will happen to usif we don't passdl the tests?' She
held out her leather thong with its blue beads. "I fed like wefail haf the tests no matter what we do."

"Youll passthemdl,” Zhannasad.
"But what if we don't?'

"Youwill."

"Y ou're not answering my question.”

Zhannaglanced at me and saw that | was watching her closdly, waiting for the answer as eagerly as
Tamar. Shedghed. Findly she said, "There are sometimes people who escape from davery but aren't
ableto unlearn how to be adave. They're offered achoice. Either we can sdll them back into
davery—north, not back to the Greeks. Or they can kill themselves."

"Oh." Tamar'svoice was amost inaudible.

"But don't worry. You will passdl thetests. You get alot of chances, haven't you noticed that yet?'
"Have you ever seen this happen to someone?" | asked.

"| redly can't answer that question,” Zhanna said. It was quite obvious that the answer was yes.
"What did she choose?"

"She chose suicide," Zhannasaid quietly. "Now stop asking me abouit this. | don't think I'm supposed to
tell you thingsthet are just going to worry you."



"Sowhose dave are you?' Tamar asked. "Who tells you what you're dlowed to tell us?”

"I wouldn't be beaten and cast out to die in the desert, if that's what you're thinking." Zhannalooked a
Tamar, her eyebrow quirked. "Or bound and thrown onto afire as a sacrifice for Prometheus, or even
used to test arrow-poison, no matter what the Greeks say about us. But | understand the reasons for
some of these customs. I'm not supposed to tell you things that will worry you because thereisredly no
causetoworry. You will passthetests.

In the late-afternoon sun, | finished stitching Kyros's spell-chain on my vest, cut the thread, and dipped
the vest on. Tamar had finished her torn flower and started on something else, but she wasn't working on
it; sherolled the needle back and forth between her thumb and forefinger, and stared into space. Thinking
about the blossom Zhanna had talked about, no doubt; that was certainly what was on my mind.

"Laurial" Janiyacaled, her voice sharp. "Come hereaminute.”

| jumped guiltily to my feet, wondering what chore I'd neglected or task I'd forgotten. Then | saw the
look on Janiyas face and dumped back down, biting my lip.

Beside me, Tamar leapt to her feet. "What is wrong with you?' she demanded shrilly—spesking to
Janiya, not to me. "Can't you tdll that sheis trying to fit in here? Trying to be a good sster when she
answers you swiftly or does what you ask her to do?!

Janiyafolded her ams slently, alook of amusement on her face.

"You aren't being fair. You aren't playing fair. Y ou change the rules on both of usevery timeit suits
you. | bet the first time sheignores you or tellsyou to go stuff yoursdlf, you're going to tell her that she
faled again because thistime you were testing whether she responded promptly to the leader of the
ssters. And we are supposed to trust you? Maybe if we could rely on you to treat uslike ssters, we'd
have an easier time acting the way you expect usto act!"

"Well, little one," Janiya said softly, when Tamar paused for breath. " You certainly have learned that I'm
not your master." She drew out a bead and tossed it to Tamar. "Maybe you can help Laurialearn that
same lesson sometime soon.” She glanced at me. "Lauria, please step into the yurt with me, if you don't
mind."

| stood up again and followed her reluctantly, fedling likeasmall child that was about to get yelled at. But
ingtead of ripping into me she stepped behind me and traced the outline of the spell-chain I'd
embroidered, with her finger. "Do you know what that is?*

"It'sagpell-chain for binding aer—djinn.” | cleared my throat. "My old magter, Kyraos, isamilitary
officer. He ownstwo of them; he wears them looped around his neck and hiswrigt, to show off his
power."

"Did you ever see him use one?!
"Maybe afew times," | whispered.

Janiyadipped her finger under her collar and pulled the spell-chain shed taken from the bandits over her
head. " Seethis?' she said. "We got it from the bandits.”

"Haveyou used it?" | asked.

"Yes. But I'm not sureif I'm doing something wrong. The djinn is belligerent; it never doeswhat | ask him
todo."



"They follow orders exactly,” | sad. "If they can subvert their instructions or misinterpret what you said,
they will. They are not willing servants. Not like Zhanna's friends, who come a whim rather than will, but
comefredy, and usualy wish to be hdpful "

"But Zhannawas visited by a bound djinn once recently.”
"It hadn't been bound by her "

"Ah." Janiyarubbed the knuckle of her thumb against her forehead. "Well. Canyou..." She paused, wet
her lips, and considered how to phrasethis, asif she were giving ordersto abound djinn. " Perhaps you
can help me phrase theindructions, if you've seen someone do it?"

"Mwm"

"Right now | want to know what the Greeks are up to. We heard those rumors from the merchants, and |
want to know how truethey are."

"That'sgoing to behard,” | said. "You could..." You could send it to Elpisia to watch Kyros. "I'll need
to think about it."

"I'd appreciate hearing any thoughts you come up with." She nodded dismissal, and | went back out to
have dinner.

| mulled over her request as| ate my lentilsand rice. | could dodge her request entirely by coming up
with avague request for the aeriko that would never work. | had told Janiyathat 1'd seen aspell-chain
used afew times; that wasn't redly dl that much experience. On the other hand, Janiyawasn't stupid, and
she knew that | wasn't stupid, either. She had no reason to think 1'd been anything other than a
dave—but she knew | was abright dave, someone who would have followed directions as necessary
but would have found waysto subvert their intention when | could. Just like adjinn, in fact. That, dong
with the spell-chain embroidered on my vest, was dmost certainly why sheld asked meto think about
this

So. | had to give her an answer—something that plausibly seemed like it ought to work, but wouldn't give
her too much ussful information. | could not suggest sending the djinn to watch Kyros, he might talk
about me and the djinn might repest the conversation. But there was agarrison in Elpisia; we could send
the djinn there, to count soldiers. In fact, we could have him count soldiers al over—would Janiya know
what anorma complement of soldierswas? | wasn't sure. If the Greeks were planning something,

though, they'd need to be bringing up more men. And probably placing them, not only at Elpisia, but just
beyond Alashi territory to the east and west, if they could.

Tamar had added her new bead to her leasther thong, and gave me an abashed smile when she saw me
looking. | shrugged. At least it looked like Tamar wouldn't be offered the choice between suicide and
davery. And if | was—wadll, | hoped I'd know in time to run away and head back to Kyros.

Inthe light of the setting sun, Maydan examined my wound and removed the bandages. "Y ou should
probably takeit easy for abit longer,” she said. "No riding unlessit's necessary, because your ribsare
going to hurt for abit longer. But it doesn't need a bandage anymore." | took a deep, experimental
breath; the stabbing pain in my sdewasredly just adull ache now. | smiled gamely at Maydan; shetold
meto tell her if it took aturn for the worse and left me to my own devices.

| had to relieve mysdlf before bed. This campsite was set up abit differently from the last one; therewas
ascreen of arubby bushes abit beyond the edge of the camp, and that's what had been designated as
the latrine, Sinceit offered alittle privacy. As| was preparing to do my business, | saw ashimmer in the



air: Kyross aeriko.

"Report,” the aeriko said.

That's all you have to say to me?| thought with someirritation. "What does Kyros want to know?"
The shimmer bobbed dightly. "Report,” it said again.

| felt adow burn of anger. "Herésmy report,” | said, gripping the edge of my vest. The words came
easier now. "Despite your promises, and his promises, Sophos raped me. He threw me down, and held a
knifeto my throat, and said that if | didn't submit to him, hed murder me and tell you that | got lost inthe
desert. He claimed that it was 'necessary' to convince the other davesthat | wasredly what | claimed to
be." With the tip of my thumb, | traced the edge of the embroidered spell-chain asit curved around the
front of the vest. "The next time you send your djinn, | think 1'd like to hear what you're going to do about
this. Other than that—there's no change in my status sncethelast time."

There was a shimmer and the agriko vanished.

As| squatted to relieve mysdlf, ahorrible thought struck me. All it said was "Report." What if this
wasn't Kyrossdjinn, but Janiyas? What if she suspected that something was going on with me, and sent
her djinnto try to trick meinto betraying mysaf? She has no reason to suspect, | told myself, but how
could | be so sure? If she had any doubts at all, it would be easy enough to send the djinn. Oh,
Kyros, have | betrayed myself?

| was done right now, but carrying nothing—not awaterskin, not my sword, nothing but my clothes.

My only hopewasthat this wasn't atrick from Janiya, because | certainly couldn't run. | crept dowly
back to camp, scanning them from a distance to seeif they might be watching for me—waiting, on
Janiyasorders, to seize me as| returned.

"Lauria" said Tamar as| walked past. "Maydan says you're hedled up well enough to work on your
archery again.”

"Probably,” | said. "Areyou going to teach me?'

Tamar made aface. "I think we're fill both going to be supervised by Ruan. 1've been practicing shooting
from horseback—Gulim's been working on that with me. But tomorrow we're both supposed to meet for
target practice.

"That will probably be Ruan,” | said. My heart was pounding so loudly, | was surprised Tamar couldn't
hear it.

"Laurial" | looked up to see Janiyawaiting in the doorway of the yurt. "Can you come herefor a
moment, please?"

| felt asurge of fear in the base of my throat, but managed afriendly smileto Tamar before | strodeinto
Janiyastent. If she thought | was a traitor, she'd have had me seized already. She doesn't suspect.
It wasn't her aeriko.

"Have you had timeto think at al about what ingtructionsto give the djinn?* she asked.

| nodded. "Maybe you could send it to count the Greek soldiersin each of the garrisons on the edge of
our territory? If you did that severd times, over the course of amonth or two you'd know if the Greeks
were moving soldiersin. They'd need more soldiersto attack us. Wouldn't they?'



Janiyanodded. "That'snot abad idea | wish | could get more specific information..."

"They'reredly not very good for that sort of thing,” | said, the words spilling out in my relief that she
didn't ssem to know about my conversation with the djinn outside of camp. "'If you have them spy on
someone for their conversation, they can do that, but they'll repest it all. If the Greeks sent adjinn here,
to watch us, the djinn might hear this conversation, but it would repest the conversation | just had with
Tamar about archery aswell. And everything dseit heard. All jumbled together. Or, or, or—so I've
heard.” | fdtered as my sensefindly caught up with my tongue.

"You ligened well," Janiyasaid. "1 wonder if your old magter redized hdf the things you were picking up?
It'stoo bad | can't just send you.™ Her smilewas guildless and teasing, and | hoped the darkness of the
yurt hid my sick smile and my white face. | excused mysalf and went back out to thefire, thinking that
even the vile kumisswould be welcome at this point to soothe my nerves.

| was embroidering ahorse on my vest; | wasdoing it in the middie of the night, by moonlight, but it
looked absolutely perfect, not a stitch out of place.

| looked up, and saw Kyros coming toward me. "What do you want?' | asked as he sat down at my
sde

"Nice," he sad, pointing to the horse. "Did you do that?"

"Yeah, | didthat,” | said, irritated. "Did you get my message about Sophos?’
"Yes, of coursel did."

N

"And I'll dedl with him. Y ou can trust me."

"Ded withhim?'

"Y es, ded with him. That'swhat you expect, right? That's what you want?'

| bit my lip, cutching thevest in my fids.

"I can count on you, Lauria, | know | can dways count on you..." But Kyrossvoice waslost in aswirl
of sparks as the needle I'd been using to embroider went deep into my palm.

| woke with agasp in the darkness of theyurt. | listened carefully, but heard none of the telltale rustling
that I'd have heard if 1'd woken everyone else up. My pam still burned, and | rubbed it with my thumb.
The pain ebbed away, and | stroked the edge of my vest, which I'd worn to deep in that night. | smiled a
little, closed my eyes, and went back to deep.

| went with Tamar after breakfast to set up thetarget. | stretched my tiff muscles, thinking resentfully of
the weeks of inactivity and how much weeker | was now than before the fight with the bandits. My ribs
gtill ached, and | knew it was going to hurt to draw the bow. | stretched my side again and then fingered
the sore spot.

Ruan strode up to us. "Right," she said, and tossed me abow and athumb-ring. "String it."



| strung the bow, and then gave it an experimentd tug. It was much too heavy—it required more strength
to bend it than | had, particularly with theinjured ribs. "1 need alighter bow," | said.

"You need alighter bow?' Ruan asked with pointed incredulousness. "That'sa very light bow,
blossom.”

"I know. But my ribs till hurt. Surely you have even lighter bowsfor children learning to shoot.”
"Thereareno childrenin awarrior camp.”

"Wdl." | unstrung the bow and handed it back to her. "If | can't shoot, | can't shoot. And | can't shoot
with this"

"| think maybe you should try alittle harder.”
"I think maybe | should talk to Maydan; she's the one who told meto take it easy.”
"Oh, s0 now you're going to run to Maydan to whine about how I'm mistreating you?”

"No. But snce Maydan knows my injuries better than you do, she can tel me whether | can actualy
draw this bow without making my injuriesworse."

"Fine," Ruan said, and waved back toward the camp. "Go ask Maydan, then. Y ou—" she turned to
Tamar. ™Y ou can certainly draw your own bow. | think 1'd like to see how far you can get from the target
and il hitit."

| walked dowly back to camp, fedling ridiculous and alittle ashamed, like the tale-bearing child Ruan had
pretty much accused me of being. Maydan was sitting in the shade of the yurt, grinding up some dried
herbs with amortar and pestle. She looked up when she saw me coming. "Do you need something,
Lauria?' she asked.

"l guess| just wanted your opinion asaheder," | said, and held out the bow. "I'm supposed to practice
target shooting today, but it hurtsto draw this bow. Should | just, you know, pull through the pain?!

"Well, how much pain?* Maydan bent the bow and released it without even stringing it. "Oh, thisis much
too heavy to use while you'reinjured, you'reright. I'll find you alighter one." She strode brusquely into
the supply yurt and came out with adender bow. "Thisisthe lightest one weve got. See what you think."

| strung the bow and drew for amoment. “Oh. That's not nearly as bad.”
"Usethat one, then." She sat down and went back to crushing herbs.

When | returned to where I'd left Ruan and Tamar, | heard their raised voices before | reached them; the
argument abruptly ended before | came close enough to hear what they were saying, and | returned just
intimeto see Tamar picking up the last of her scattered arrows from the ground. " She pushed me," she
sad through clenched teeth.

"Y ou need to learn to shoot despite distractions.”
"l shot amanin battle. And I'd like to see you shoot arrows while someone shoved you off your fegt.”
"Take your spot,” Ruan said to me, and pointed. She handed me aquiver of arrows.

| remembered to tuck my elbow under thistime. The arrows went far astray, and they didn't even dl go
adtray in the same direction. | thought one amost nicked the target asiit passed, but that was asclose as|



came. | collected the arrows when | was done and silently took my place beside Tamar.
"Show your friend how it's done, blossom,” Ruan said to Tamar.

Tamar shot her arrows. Ruan didn't push her thistime, and they thudded solidly into the target. She
dlently collected them and took her place by me again.

| took my turn. Thistime one of my arrows hit the target, but none of the othersdid.

Tamar'sturn again. Ruan edged toward her. Tamar glanced at her, then resolutely shot at the target. A
hit. She nocked another arrow and drew the bow back. Thistime, Ruan shouted, dmost in her ear,
"Look! What'sthat?' Despite knowing that Ruan wasjust trying to distract Tamar, | glanced to the side.
Tamar didn't even look up; the arrow hit the target, dead center, and she got off another shot before
Ruan dammed her body againgt hers, knocking her off-balance and her next shot wild.

"Get the hdl off of mel" Tamar snarled, rounding on Ruan.
"Thisishow training works," Ruan said. "Got a problem with that, blossom?”

"What exactly am | supposed to be learning from this? | suppose you can hit atarget when someone
damsinto you?"

"I'm not exactly as gifted asyou are. It's hardly a chalenge for you to just stand here and shoat, isit?"
"Then maybe | should go work on shooting from horseback some more," Tamar said.
"Oh, poor blossom. Y ou don't like your training?'

Tamar clenched her teeth, turned back to the target, and actually managed to get two arrows off before
Ruan shoved her again.

"Speed,” | said.

"What?' Tamar whirled to face me, gill off-ba ance from Ruan's push and ready to spit venom—at
either of us

"She'strying to teach you to shoot arrows quickly,” | said. "In abattle, you'd need to seize your
opportunities to shoot as many as you could, asfast asyou could. If you stood, drew, aimed, and
thought about it, there wouldn't actualy be time to make your shot.”

"Very good,” Ruan said, though her voice dripped adistinct lack of sincerity. Tamar's eyes widened, and
sheturned back to the target and took a shot. Ruan lunged toward her, and she ran afew steps, turned,
and shot again. When sheld loosed dl the arrows in her quiver, she gathered them up, and then returned,
panting for bresth.

"I wondered how long it would take you to redlize you were alowed to dodge,” Ruan said. "If the other
blossom hadn't figured it out, how long do you think it would have taken you, little dave?!

The blood drained from Tamar's face. "What did you call me?' she said hoarsdly.
"Y ou heard me." Ruan turned away to pick up her own bow.
"Put your bow down," Tamar whispered.

Ruan turned back, adow smile spreading across her face. "Are you chalenging meto a fight, littlegirl?



Little harem gifl?'
"Ignore her, Tamar," | whispered. "She'sitching to hurt you.”

Tamar'slipswere pinched and her face was the color of dry sand. I glanced from her to Ruan's smileand
fet my somach churn. Until the other yields, Ruan had said. Tamar couldn't fight—she could shoot
better than anyone I'd ever seen, but it didn't even occur to her to dodge Ruan's body-blows until |
suggested it. But she was stubborn. She was even better at being stubborn than she was at firing abow.
Ruan's going to break her arm, | thought, because short of that, Tamar won't ever yield.

"I'll give you one chanceto gpologize," Tamar whispered.

Ruan just smiled at her, waiting.

"Jchalengeyou,” | said, my voice cutting across Tamar's. "'Y our words insulted both of us™
"But—" Tamar turned to me, her eyeswide.

Ruan just shrugged. "One blossom is the same as any other, asfar as|'m concerned. | could snap either
of you likedry straw."

| handed Tamar my bow and quiver—the more she was holding, the less she waslikely to try to jump
into thefight hersdf. I'll put up a little bit of a fight, then yield. | came home with enough black eyes
growing up... Ruan set down her own bow and smiled at me.

"Anytimeyou'reready," | sad.

She began to movein adow circle around me. "Slaves make me sick,” she said.
"We're not daves,” | said, turning dowly to keep my eyeson her.

"Oh, that's right—you ‘took your freedom.’ But it certainly took you long enough.”
| heard ahiss of breath from Tamar.

"Y ou daves outnumber your Greek masters. If you just one day decided to snatch the weapons out of
their hands, you could kill them al. Free yoursalves and solve alot of problemsfor the Alashi.”

She used to be a slave, whispered the rationd—the Greek—part of my mind, but the rest of mewas
too angry to listen. "It must seem awfully smpletoyou,” | said. "'l supposein your world, al thedavesin
every household would smply rebel on exactly the same day. No planning necessary. No discussion, no
risk of betrayd..."

"How long do you have to be adave before you've had enough?’
"Fourteen years, if youre Tamar,” | said.

"Ahyes, but she escaped with you. | heard the story. If it hadn't been for you, how long would it have
taken?'

"How long would it take you to gather the courage to flee barefoot through unknown desert with no food
and nowater?" | asked. "If you don't have the supplies you need to get across, you're amost guaranteed
todie"

"I'd die of thirst athousand times before | spread my legsfor any Greek," Ruan spat. "It doesn't get much



worse than that "

| heard Tamar suck in her breath, and that was when Ruan charged me, aiming her first punch for my
injured sde. I'd planned to | et her take me down easily, but in that moment, | was so utterly furiousal |
wanted was to see Ruan bleed. | dodged the blow, caught her wrist, and jerked her off-balance, kneeing
her in the stomach as she passed. She stumbled and amost caught hersdlf, but | dammed into her once
more and knocked her again off-balance, then punched her in the face. She stumbled back, clasping her
bleeding nose.

Foeed, some part of my mind whispered to me. Don't give her time to recover . Shetook aswing at
me, but it was easy to dodge; she was serioudy off-balance now. | caught her arm and twisted as |
stepped behind her; sheyelled out in pain and kicked at me, trying to get away. One kick connected and
| et go, but followed with ahard kick toward her knee. | knocked her legs out from her and she hit the
ground hard.

| jumped onto her chest and dapped her ashard as | could across the face. "That was for your insult to
Tamar," | hissed. | dapped her again. " That wasfor your insult to me.” Again. "And that wasfor your
insult to my mother "

"l yield," Ruan croaked.
| climbed off her.

Only then did | redlize how many of the Ssters had gathered at the edge of our target-practice field to
watch. One of them was Janiya, and | felt sinking horror in my stomach. Whether thiswas the normal
way to settle differences—as Ruan had told us, | belatedly remembered—or not, | had ahard time
believing that it was exactly approved of. No army actualy gpproved of fighting in the ranks.

Janiyajerked her head, and Maydan went over to examine Ruan. | thought | saw the twitch of asmile on
her lips, quickly conceded, as she gave Ruan arag to pressto her bleeding nose and helped her to her
feet. "l think you'll live," she said, clearly trying to sound sympathetic.

Janiyalooked from meto Tamar. "How did this sart, exactly?'
"Shecdled meadave” Tamar sad, lifting her chin.

"Ah. Then why weren't you the one who gave Ruan abloody nose?!
"I tried,” Tamar said, sounding petulant. "But Lauria—"

"Theinsult wasto both of us" | said.

"I'msureitwas," Janiyasad. "Wel." Shelooked from me, to Tamar, and back to me. "'l can't approve
of fighting in the ranks, no matter how grave the insult. I'm sending you both out on shit-pickup duty
tonight, to gather up the fresh animal droppings and spread them out to dry for fudl. Y ou can consider
that your punishment.”

"Yes, maam,” Tamar whispered.

"On the other hand, it's nice to see you two standing up for yoursalves, findly." She handed each of usa
blue bead.

"I can't think of a more deserving person to get abloody nose," Zhanna muttered, and she wasn't
concedling her gpproving smileat al. | glanced at her, and then back to Janiya. Janiyawas|ooking at me



with acool, appraisng look, and | felt my fear return. No slave fights like that. Well. | hoped | could
come up with agood story before she asked me about it. Right now, the eation of having had Ruan yield
to me with no more immediate consequence than manure pickup—wadll, that made it awfully hard to
regret the fight.

CHAPTER TEN

Janiyacalled meinto the yurt when the aeriko returned from counting Greek soldiers. | sat down with her
and listened asthe aeriko rattled off cities and numbers. The number for Elpisawas significantly higher
than it had been when I'd left afew months earlier; they were moving soldiersin, not that this should have
redlly been asurpriseto me,

Janiyalistened to the numbers, then reluctantly fetched paper, ink, and a pen, and laborioudy wrote them
down asthe aeriko recited them again.

"Thiswasagood idea," she said to me. "Thank you for suggesting it. I'll send him back in afew daysto
count again.”

| hesitated before leaving the yurt. "And in the meantime?' | asked.
"What do you mean?"

"What are you going to do with the djinn in the meantime?"
Janiyaset down her paper. "What are you suggesting?'

"Y ou can send it out on other errands, you know. Y ou could haveit fetch suppliesfrom somewhere el g,
if there's anything we're running out of. Y ou could even haveit take you to wherever the eldressis, if you
think she ought to know about the rumors, and then have it bring you back."

Janiya stroked the spell-chain absently for amoment, then said, "I have to admit, Lauria, | have mixed
fedings about using thedjinna al.” | thought she was going to say that she feared the dangersit posed,
but instead she said, "It'sadave; wedont... usudly... keep daves. It's not the Alashi way."

"It'snot realy like kegping a human dave." | sad.

"Oh, I know. A human dave would pose far lesstemptation.” She stroked the spdll-chain again. "I guess
right now | don't fed like we can risk freeing him; we too desperately need information on what the
Greeks are doing, not to mention where the bandits are.” She sighed. "Anyway, | kind of wonder if |
should let him, well, rest for afew days. What do bound djinni do when they're not out on errands?”

"I havenoidea." | looked for amoment at the necklace, glittering at Janiyas neck. "I guessyou could
summon it—him—and ask, couldn't you?"

"I could. | suppose | could.” Her eyeswere distant. "Anyway, thank you, Lauria. If you have any other
suggestions regarding the djinn, please let me know."

As| stepped back out of the yurt | found mysalf thinking about Janiyas question. What did bound djinni
do when they weren't following orders to work on some task? Did they deep? Perhaps they wandered
around and possessed irritating daveslike Aidan. Perhgpsthey visited their friends and families, if djinni
hed friends and families.



| hadn't thought about Aidan in awhile. | wondered if shewas gtill the smug, self-congratulating little
ass-kisser sheldd been during my short tenure in the harem. Probably.

Saken summoned me after the midday meal for alesson in swordsmanship. ™Y ou seem to have aknack
forit," shesaid. "Like Tamar with the bow. But you'll be more effective with some practice.” Shed
brought two wood practice swords for usto work with, to avoid the risk of getting cut, and she showed
me some techniques with both of us on the ground, then fetched our horses so that we could practice on
horseback.

We spent the afternoon at it—either sparring or with Saken stopping to show me some move and leading
me dowly through the technique. Nearby, | could see two of the other Ssters practicing their own
swordplay; beyond them, Tamar was working on shooting from her horse. It was ahot day, the sort of
day when it would have been tempting to lie in the shade of the yurt and count dragonflies, but it was
good to use my muscles again, to ride Karaand work until | was breathless and thirsty.

After taking care of our horses, we splashed in the creek to cool down and went to have dinner. Aswe
were finishing the med, Janiya stepped out of the yurt with a secretive smile and said, ™Y ou can thank
Lauriafor giving metheideafor this" She handed Erdene a sack. "There should be one for everyone.”

Erdenelooked in and shrieked. " Apples! Fresh apples. And they're huge.”

I'd seen appleslike this once before; they'd been brought down to Elpisiaasacuriosity. They grew
somewhere up north. Smooth-skinned and red, they were the size of a baby's head; you had to use both
handsto hold just one. Trueto Janiyasword, there was one for each of us. | marveled that the djinn
would bring back such nice gpples on an errand like thisticlearly Janiya had thought to specify ripe
apples, but such big ones certainly hadn't been expected. | wondered what shortcut the djinn had
used—maybe these were dready picked and dtting in someone's cart and the djinn stole them. Certainly
there was nothing wrong with the flavor. 1t had been months since I'd had afresh apple. This one wastart
and perfect, so full of juicel could have drunk it out of acup. | aeit down to the very seeds, which |
carefully buried by the creek.

Janiyacdlled for everyone's attention after we were done. "We're going raiding,” she said smply. "Well
break camp tomorrow."

There was aloud cheer, and someone got out the kumiss to pass around. "Who are weraiding?' | asked
Zhannawhen she appeared a my side.

"The Greeks, of course," shesaid. "Wetry to get in at least oneraid every summer. Well ride down to
the edge of their territory, hit one of their outposts, make as much trouble as we can, and then head back
out to the steppe before they've pulled their boots on.”

"Areyou surethat'sagood idea?" | asked, glancing a Janiya. "'l mean, if they're planning something..."
"All the better to hit them before they hit us" Janiyasaid.

"Will we bring their daves back with us?" Tamar asked.

"If they can't free themsalves, why would we free them?' Ruan asked. Her voice was sullen.

Tamar looked at Zhanna, who shrugged uncomfortably. "Remember what | told you?' shesaidinan
undertone. "It doesn't come up that often because we don't free daves.

Tamar's face was bleak with horror. "But—" she said. "There are daves at Sophoss who may never
have the opportunity to run. It's not that easy! It's not like you can just walk out the door one day, you



need to get waterskins and shoes... they'll never have the opportunity, but they would be able to
overcometheir past. They would make great ssters. Or brothers.” | knew she was thinking of Jaran.
"Maybe some of them wouldn't, but the others deserve achance. Don't they?' Her voice wavered, with
thefirst red uncertainty 1'd heard from her inalong, long time.

The other Ssterswere passing around the kumiss; only Zhannawas redly listening to Tamar. She patted
Tamar's shoulder. "Maybe someday you'll be the leader of a sisterhood; you'll be the one making the
decisons.”

After Zhanna had stepped away, | leaned over to Tamar and whispered, "Just grab adave and throw her
across your saddle as you ride away. What are they going to do, send her back?"

| wokein the night having to pee, but | knew that as soon as| stepped out beyond the edge of camp |
could be approached by Kyrossdjinn. | spent awhile tossing and turning in the dark, wondering if | had
to pee bad enough to make it worth it. | finally decided that | wasn't going to get back to deep until |
went and relieved myself, and dipped carefully out of the yurt. Assoon as| wasaone, | saw the
shimmer intheair. | suppressed agroan and asked, "Who sent you?"

"Kyros sent me."
"What do you want?'
"Kyros asksif you have anything to report.”

| ought to tell Kyros about the planned attack, | thought. I don't know the details yet, but certainly
| could report in again as| get closer. Thisis precisaly the sort of thing I'm supposed to tell him—
he'll want to know if there's anyone who could compromise my false identity, because it would be
easy to focus attacks on them during the raid. For that matter, he could warn the soldiersto
avoid shooting at me. He could capture and interrogate the entire unit, sending me back to the
Alashi as the lone survivor of a raid-gone-wrong ... "l asked Kyros aquestion last time you came,” |
sad. "Do you remember the question, djinn?’

It occurred to methat Kyros might have sent his other djinn thistime, but the shimmer shifted inthe air
and | thought | saw its color changedightly, from slvery to faint pink. "I do remember,” it said, and | felt
the prickle of my hair lifting, because this was not the sort of answer | usudly got from djinni. "Y ou said,
The next time you come, | think 1'd like to hear what Kyrosis going to do about this." It paused,
then added, helpfully, "1 delivered your message to Kyros."

"Did he send aresponse?”’
"He sent no response.”

There was an undertone, | thought, of maicious pleasurein the djinn'swords. "Fine" | said. "'l have
nothing new to report to him."

The djinn vanished ingantly—before | could change my mind, | thought, with awave of frustration. Of
course this one was unusually helpful, | redlized amoment later; it no doubt knew | had thingsto report,
but it could subvert its orders by taking care that | had no reason to report them. Well. | deserve a
response, | thought, clenching my teeth. I have a right to know what Kyros is going to do about
Sophos.

Asl| started back to the camp, | saw movement; Zhanna, | realized amoment later, coming toward me.



"l heard voices" she said deepily. " Your voice. Who were you talking to?"
My blood ran cold. "Mysdlf,” | said. "I was out here muttering to mysdlf.”

Zhanna shrugged, not looking at al aarmed, and my heartbeat dowed down to something closeto
normal. | went back to my bed, but | didn't deep well, or dream, for the rest of the night.

| was woken from my doze by Erdene, who was stumbling rather frantically out of the tent. As| rolled
over, | heard the sound of her retching, and sat up. So did some of the other women. "Do you fed ill?" |
heard someone ask. "We didn't eat meet last night..."

"Shedidn't drink any kumiss," someone dse sad.

Saken went out after her, to help her down to the stream to wash her face and drink some water. She ate
breskfast with everyone else, but afew hourslater, shewas sick again.

"I know what's wrong with her," Tamar whispered to me as we scrubbed the pot and bowls after
breakfast. "Remember how everyone was talking when the merchants came through? She's pregnant.
Meruert got Sick right away, just like that.”

Sure enough, Janiyatook Erdeneinto the yurt to talk to her done, and came out looking utterly
exasperated. "We're going to have to wait ontheraid,” she said. "Well have to escort Erdene up to the
summer grazing pastures for her clan, fird."

"What is Aral going to say?" Jolay asked softly.

"| think Erdenesright,” Gulim said. "If she's carrying achild, helll be so happy about it, he wouldn't care if
it was born with two heads. He can claim the baby if hewants... it's happened before. Do you suppose
Rishad will let him out of the brotherhood for the rest of the summer, to be with Erdene?!

"If Arai clamsthe baby, won't he have to? Even if he doesn't, Rishad isn't heartless. And it's not like
Amin and Gerhard and their caravan will be coming back thisway anytime soon..."

We broke camp that morning and started heading east. Saken |ooked sad at the prospect of Erdené's
departure, and | remembered Zhanna's comment, poor Saken, when she had told me about women who
didn't take summer friends. If Jolay had gotten pregnant, | wondered if Maydan would have gone with
her back to their clan? Except Jolay wouldn't have gotten pregnant; | remembered her dipping her arm
around her friend, alittle smugly. Well. | could ask Zhanna about it later, if | remembered.

Jolay had Tamar and me practice our riding skills as we travel ed; she made us gallop and have our
horses jump over rocks and other obstacles. Tamar fell off twice and | wondered if | should try to fakea
fal, but | was afraid I'd rebreak arib. Besides, they dready knew | was a competent rider. And a
competent swordswoman. If anyone was suspicious, faling off my horse wasn't going to make her any
less so. Tamar climbed back on her horse after each fal with agrim look, but no complaints. Maydan
looked her over when we made camp that evening and pronounced her bruised but without serious

injury.
Erdene looked miserable. She ate some dinner, then ran to throw up. Saken brewed her some teawith

honey; that, at least, stayed down, and she ate alittle bit of plain rice that stayed down. There were tears
in her eyes as she went into the yurt to deep.

Wetook the next day dower, because of Erdenetior rather, everyone else took the next day dower.
Saken made Tamar and me, and our poor horses, work just as hard as we had the day before. At least
today Tamar managed to stay on her horse. Her bow and aquiver of arrows were dung from her saddle;



| saw her caressthe edge of the bow with her fingers at one point, but of course practicing her shooting
was not practica while we were moving camp.

When we neared the summer camp of Erdene's clan, Janiya sent Saken on ahead to tell them we were
coming. Most of the camp turned out to greet us. | could see some children, waist-high to their elders,
and aman with snow-white hair and a stout stick to lean on, and thought how quickly 1'd grown to think
of young, short-haired, and female asthe way the whole world looked. Gerhard and Amin and their
men had been 50 foreign that their appearance had barely disrupted that.

Erdene shrieked as we rode up, and tumbled off her horse into the arms of awoman who must have
been her mother; shelooked like Erdene would look in twenty years or so, with gray hair and linesin her
cheeks. Then she turned away from her mother and threw up, to her own distress and the amused disgust
of the watching children. Her mother immediately began to fuss over her, leading her away to the cool
interior of one of the yurts—no doubt she'd feed her Sips of honeyed tea and rice mixed with milk and
whatever ese Erdene could keep down. | saw Janiya sigh with obvious relief: the problem of Erdene's
health, at least, was out of her hands.

"Welcome, sword ssters,” said the man with the white hair. The dder of the clan, no doubt. ™Y ou will
join usfor dinner, of course, and spend the night with us.”

"We are honored by your hospitdity,” Janiyasaid.

We began to dismount our horses, and then froze in place as Janiyas glare swept over al of us. "No one
€lse had better need to leave before the summer isover," she hissed. "Am | understood?’

Shewas Amply.

Not that it mattered al that much; the young unmarried men, like the young unmarried women, were gone
for the summer; the boysin the camp were boys, too young to interest anyone except Tamar (who was
clearly not interested); and while there were young married men with awandering eye, their wiveswere
keeping a close watch on them tonight. The welcoming feast was lively; everyone wanted to hear how
our summer was going, what adventureswe'd had, how Tamar and | were settling in, and of course, how
Erdene had managed to get hersalf pregnant. | ate roasted goat stewed with raisins and listened as Saken
and Jolay proudly described my and Tamar's progressin riding, shooting, and fighting; Tamar would have
to give ademongtration of her shooting prowess the next morning, as everyone wanted to see whether
sheredly was as gifted aswas claimed. The visit from the merchants was described in detail, complete
with loving descriptions of the Greek wine they'd passed around, and the exotic |ooks of the two men,
one dark and one pale.

Asthe evening wore on and the kumiss was passed around, | caught Tamar's eye and saw that she
looked astired and worn as| felt. There was something about being in alarge crowd of people who
were catching up with beloved relatives and old friends that made mefed like much more of an outsider.
We made some quiet, polite noises and withdrew to the sisterhood's yurt. Ruan was aready there,
snoring. "And she complains about your nightmares,” Tamar muttered, snuggling down under a blanket.
"She should hear hersdlf.”

That made me start worrying that | would have anightmare that night, and | lay awake for awhile,
listening to the sound of conversation from the camp-fire. It wasn't close enough that | could make out
more than voices, and that was just aswell. If they weretalking about me, | didn't really want to know
what they had to say when | wasn't there. At least they'd been kind enough in our presence, talking about
my skill with the horse and the sword, Tamar's skill with abow, and both of our couragein battle.

| dropped off, finaly, and dreamed of my mother.



| knew | was dreaming, thistime; | stood in the room and knew that | could see my mother, but she
couldn't see me. My mother wore white linen, and when she looked up, her face was much younger than
theface | knew, and when she shifted suddenly at the noise outside her door, | redized that thiswasthe
harem sheld been in before she was freed.

The door sivung open, and my mother swiftly stood up. "Good morning, Kyros," she said.

Kyros, like my mother, looked many years younger. "What do you think of your new quarters?’ he
asked.

"l am..." she hestated, and asmileroseto her lips but not her eyes, "unaccustomed to the luxury of such
privecy."

He swung her suddenly into hisarms, and she mdted in his embrace, then pulled away dightly. ™Y our
wife"

"I'vetold her to stay away from this entire wing."

"Y ou don't know how much shefrightensme.”

"She's harmless. Shell obey me, at least.”

"Didn't you tell me once that she gpprenticed with the Sisterhood of Weavers?'
"Y es, but they sent her away because she had no talent. Don't worry!"

My mother raised her chin stubbornly and Kyros sighed.

"Y ou know how | love to spend timewith you," my mother said, melting into hisarms again briefly and
stroking the stubble on hischin. "I just wish | weren't dways so afraid.”

"I'll think on this," Kyros promised, and drew her closeto him again.

The room tilted suddenly, like aleaf in aflooded river, alowing meto seethat while she pressed her
body to hisand stood on tiptoe to nibble his ear, she had a satisfied, faintly caculating look on her face.

| woke with everyone else a dawn and thought about the dream as | helped to take down the yurt and
pack up the horses and camels. My mother had been aharem dave, and at some point, somehow had
talked her way into freedom—she was sill the mistress of her old owner, but the more | thought abot it,
the more I'm so frightened of your wife seemed like aplausiblelinefor aharem "favorite” to useto gain
her own freedom. | could imagineit working for Aidan, at least; Tamar, well, if sheld tried it on Sophas, |
imagined that hed just consider her fear an extrabonus. Why Kyros had appeared in the dream, well,
that was just strange. Perhaps because | preferred to imagine my mother with akind owner, rather than a
brutal owner like Sophos, and Kyros was the Greek man | knew the best.

Just pebbles spilling from my weighted heart, | thought, but | had to admit that it ssemed distinctly like
an djinn-sent dream, the way Zhanna had described them. Vivid. And not a nightmare. Werethe djinn
trying to tell me that Kyros was my mother's old owner, the one who had freed her? Does it even

matter ?1 shrugged off the dream and tried to focus on the coming raid.

Janiyaapparently struck an agreement with the eldressto leave the bulk of our flocks behind with the

clan during our raid; wed bring the horses and enough camelsto carry our yurt and other necessary gear,
but leave behind the sheep, goats, and dogs. Some careful sorting and repacking was done—most of our
extrafood would also stay behind until we came back. Then the clan, including Erdene, turned out to say



good-bye. Saken gave her atight hug and a kiss on the cheek, and she was clearly upset aswe rode
away. Ruan kept trying to offer words of comfort, though it wasfairly clear that Saken didn't want her
company. Around midmorning, Zhanna picked afight with Ruan; | was pretty sure she was mostly trying
to digtract her. All conversation had to be conducted at ayell, during the periods when we were letting
our horseswak, which made the fight embarrassingly public. At least neither ended up with a bloody
nose.

Everyone wasin asurly mood by the time we stopped for the evening. We put up the yurt and took care
of the animas and had dinner, Ruan and Zhanna il periodically muttering insults at each other. Saken
hardly even seemed to be aware of it; big tears dripped into her bowl as she ate. Though Ruan was
clearly inafoul, vicious mood, none of her usua arrowswere aimed in my direction, or Tamar's—nor
did she"accidentally” spill our food, step on our hands, or engagein any of the other harassment shed
found so amusing only afew weeks ago. Despite everything, | had to hide asmilewhen | redized this.
Take that, you petty bully, | thought as| finished the last of my food.

There was no drumming, dancing, or drinking that night; Janiyawent to bed early, probably hoping that
the evil mood would evaporate with the night dew, and everyone e se followed.

In the darkness, | heard someone comeinto my room. "Who'sthere?' | muttered deepily.

Light gleamed suddenly from alantern, blinding me momentarily; | blinked and saw that it was Kyros.
"Thisisimportant," Kyrossad. "l have agift for you."

"Now?" | asked, trying to remember how I'd gotten back to my own room, my own bed. | wasin the
desert...

"Here." Kyros held out a glittering spell-chain, then swiftly pulled it back as| reached for it. "I need to
know that | can count onyou."

"Y ou dways know that you can count on me," | said. "That'swhat you've dways said.”

"I need for you to say it,"” Kyrossaid. "Kyros, you can count on me. I am your most trustworthy
servant.”

"Kyraos, you can..." | glanced a the spdl-chain; glittering in the light, it reminded me of something. "That
one'snot yours,”" | said.

"It will be yours." Heheld it out tomeagain. "Say it." | blinked inthelight. "Say it."

| opened my mouth to repeat the words, but what spilled out was different: " Tell me what you did
about Sophos.”

There was ahowl of frustration and the dream dissolved into the familiar darkness of the yurt. At least |
hadn't woken up screaming; after the risng tension of the afternoon, | had half expected to. That redlly
would have improved everyone's mood for the next day.

It occurred to methat if | wanted to know what Kyros had done about Sophos—if anything—I could
smply step out of the yurt and dip out of camp. Hed dmost certainly sent the djinn back to try to speak
to meagain.

| bit my lip, stroking the edge of the embroidery on my vest. Right, Kyros, | thought. I'll make you a
deal. If you've actually done something with the information about what Sophos did to me, I'll tell



you about the raid we're planning. If you haven't, then you can whistle to the wind for the
information. You'll hear about the raid when you get the report on it. | pushed my blanket aside and

dipped out.

Asl'd expected, | saw the shimmer of the djinn as soon as | was out of the camp. A cold wind was
blowing. "Kyros sends this message,” the djinn said without preamble. "Lauria, you must trust me on the
question of Sophos. To bring a charge of rape, you need to return from your mission and give testimony
for the Sisterhood of Weaversto consder. They will takeit very serioudy, I'm sure, but right now, you
haveto trust me. Have | ever failed in your trust in the past? The aeriko tels me that your band is moving;
where are you going? | need your report. | know | can count onyou."

Anger churned in my stomach. "Tell him that | have an answer to his question 'Have | ever failed in your
trust in the past”: You handed me over to Sophos. And you might add, | don't want to wait for
Penelopeian justice. You have a sword, you have a horse, | want you to deal with him now."

"My ordersareto wait for your full report,” the djinn said.

| dmogt said that this was my full report, but felt aflash of caution. There was no need to makeit clear to
Kyrosthat | was withholding information on purpose. "AsI'vetold Kyros repeatedly, I'm not trusted yet.
| don't know where we're going." Which wastrue, asfar asit went. "That's my report.”

The djinn shimmered in the air for another moment or two, then winked out. The flush of my anger had
faded and left me shivering; | hurried back toward the warmth of the yurt.

| ran into Zhanna on the way. "1s someone else out here?' she asked. "I heard you talking again..."
"Muttering to mysdlf again," | said.
She gave me apenetrating look. "Lauria, are you trying to tak to the djinn?'

| decided to give her anoncommittal shrug. She smiled and squeezed my arm. ""We can work some more
on your training once we're back from the raid—it's hard when wereriding al day."

"It'sdl right," | said, Snce she sounded gpologetic.

"And in the meantime—well, fed freeto try to talk to the djinn however you want. Every now and then
you'll seeone, if yourewatching. If you talk to them, sometimesthey'll talk back.”

| gave her ahesitant nod. To my surprise, she kissed me on the cheek. "Go get some deep,” she
whispered.

It fdlt asif I'd just fallen adeep when Tamar shook me awake. Around me, the camp was getting up. |
stood up groggily and packed with everyone else.

"Istheraid going to be today?' | asked Saken. "Or soon?"

She shook her head. "WEell ride today for about half the day and make a camp. That camp will be about
an hour out from the Greek outpost. Well make camp, spend the night, and strike tomorrow at dawn."

At least Saken, and everyone else, was in a better mood that day. No arguments broke out; we made
camp in early afternoon by awell marked with a cairn of rocks. We took turns drawing water up for the
horses and camels. People were tense, but it was tension over the planned raid rather than over conflicts
with each other.



Janiyacaled ustogether as soon as the camp was set. "We're going to raid the garrison guarding amine,”
shesaid. "It'sin the southern hills, so they won't be able to see us until were pretty close” She glanced at
Zhanna, who jumped up and went into one of the yurts for amoment; she returned with awood box that
was bound shut with leather straps. Zhanna unlaced the straps and set the open box at Janiyasfeet. Very
carefully, dmogt asif shewere handling aliving creature that might turn around and bite her, Janiya
removed asmall metal via with acork in thetop.

"When we go to battle against the sorcerers who bound our rivers, we bring the gifts and weapons of
Prometheus and Arachne. Asasign of Prometheus, we bring fire. Asasign of Arachne, we bring
venom." She passed the via to Ruan, who dipped abelt through ametd ring at the top and buckled it
carefully to her waist. Tamar watched, her eyes wide and eager. | redlized that my hands were shaking.
Would they expect meto do this? To use poison againgt the Greeks? | remembered how much the
prospect had terrified me before | set out on thismission. | hadn't even warned Kyros that we were
coming—my treason compounded.

Janiya passed out viasto each of the other ssters, then stopped. "Tamar and Lauria, you're recruits, not
full Alashi yet. Y ou will haveto go into battle with clean arrows."

Tamar'sfacefdl. Zhannagave her an apologetic look. "WElI give you some of thefire arrowsif you
want," she said. "But no venom until you're truly Alashi.”

Tamar rubbed one of her beads between two fingers, dtill crestfalen. | knew my relief showed on my
face, and when Zhannalooked at me| gave her alittle shrug and said, "Given my aim, it would be pretty
foolish to hand me venom and turn meloose." No doubt, that was the red reason for the prohibition.

"Y ou probably shouldn't give me any fire arrows, ether.”

Janiyaslips quirked. "It'sawise warrior who knows her own limitations, Lauria. No, you'reright. You've
wielded your sword well in our service, but raids are fought with arrows more often than sted. Welll
surprise the Greeks, and most will be on foot; they'll outnumber us, but well be much, much faster. Stay
well back and keep moving. They are terrified of Arachne and her venom; it won't take long for them to
lose their nerve and run. That'swhen welll closein. Round up as much of their livestock asyou can, take
any weapons you can carry from their armory, and burn anything that will catch fire. Listen for my horn;
I'll blow onelong blast when it'stimeto retreat.”

Everyonewaslistening, the vids of poison glinting at their belts. Janiyawent on, her voice calm and quiet.

"Thisisour sacred opportunity to take back some of what the Penelopeian thieves have taken from us.
Prometheus and Arachne do not ask for sacrifices: there is nothing that humans have that true gods want
or need. Instead, they ask usto show our faith and loyalty by striking at the gods who endaved them, at
the men who endaved us, or our mothers, or their mothers. Revenge is what we offer on their dtar. We
feed Arachne's hunger when we use her venom in her service. Prometheus stolefire for us; stealing from
hisenemiesisour offering to him.”

| tried to summon the eager look that | had no doubt was till on Tamar's face, but | found myself
suddenly picturing Nikon, dying from a poisoned Alashi arrow. The Alashi aren't interested in a fair
fight. They don't want to be honorable. All they care about is killing as many Greeks as they can.

And | threw away my opportunity to at least warn them that we're coming.

Though the poison was reserved in asecret store, and the arrows were dipped one a atime just before
being loosed againgt the Greeks, we had to prepare fire arrows before the battle. Again, Zhanna
provided the preparation itself, and we coated arrows with the sticky resin, propping them up carefully
againgt arock to dry.



"Why didn't we use the poison during the bandit raid?" Tamar asked Saken as we worked.

"Venom isreserved for use against people who are not only our enemies, but enemies of our gods,”
Saken said. "Most of the bandits actualy worship Prometheus and Arachne, just aswe do. And they
certainly don't serve the sorceresses. In their own way, they're sort of Alashi.”

"But they attacked us," Tamar said.

"WEell, yes. But you know, in the past, the Alashi clans haven't dways gotten dong. There have been
fights, raids—but it would be ungpeskable to use venom againgt other Alashi.”

The Greeks would say it's unspeakable to use that weapon against anyone, | thought bleskly, staring
a thefireas| dipped another arrow.

Maydan gathered everyone alittle while later, and everyone except Tamar and me drew tokens out of a
closed bag. Gulim drew the black token, and everyone gave her an apologetic pat on the shoulder. She
would have to misstheraid and take the camels up to awell some distance from the garrison; we'd meet
her there later. Tamar and | were excluded from this because we couldn't be expected to find the well on
our own.

The fire arrows were made and dried; they were divided into quivers. Next we made torches. Jolay
would carry atorch in each hand to dlow othersto light their fire arrows. "Why don't we put the venom
on the arrows now, too?"' Tamar asked aswe set the torchesto dry. "Doean't it take timeto dip themin
baitle?"

"It takes alittle time, but thisway we'relesslikely to bite oursel ves with our own venom,” Saken said.
"Beddes, it'smore potent when it's till wet."

When dl the preparations were made, we went to bed; no kumisstonight. | listened asthe women
around mefdl adeep; | could hear Ruan's snore. Tamar lay awake for along time, but eventualy | heard
her breathing become deep and even.

Even if the Greeks don't use poison, they use spies, | thought. I'm the poison on their arrow, ready

to betray frominside. They have spell-chains, they have mines full of slavesto get themiron, they
have conscript soldiersfromall over the Empire. It'snot asif the Greeks are really interested in a
fair fight, either.

But poison. | thought again of Nikon. And they don't know we're coming. They don't know. Evenif
Kyros hadn't done anything about Sophos, that wasn't the fault of the Greeks at the garrison. Most were
probably conscriptslike the guards at the Elpisa gates.

Maybe the djinn is outside. It's not too late to warn them. After everyone had falen adeep, | dipped
quietly out of the yurt and went beyond the edge of the camp to seeif Kyross djinn approached me. |
waited there for hours, hugging mysdf in the cold night air and hoping that no one would notice my
absence, but saw no sparklein the air. Kyros had not sent his djinn tonight. | had missed my chanceto
warn the garrison.

We rose the next morning when it was till dark, and broke camp; Gulim wished us al good hunting, and
headed north as we headed south. Asthe sky lightened to twilight gray, we urged our horsesto arun.
The sun broke across the horizon as the Greek garrison came into sight.

| had half hoped that we'd raid the garrison guarding the mine I'd visited with Sophos, so that at least the
soldiers1'd be attacking would be defending the interests of someone | hated, but thiswasn'tit. The



garrison was completely unprepared for us. | could see the soldiers running out, hastily buckling on
armor. Some were ssumbling as they pulled on their boots.

Jolay's torches were blazing, and out of the corner of my eyel saw Tamar light one of her arrows and
looseit, akeen look on her face. | plucked one of my own arrows out of the quiver and managed to
steady mysdlf in the tirrups enough to get one arrow off. It went completely wild. At least | was unlikely
to wet my own wegpons with Greek blood, even if | wasn't ddliberately aiming high. | could fed my heart
pounding in my chest, in excitement or fear. | wondered if the djinn was watching me now, and what it
would tel Kyros about thisraid.

The soldiers formed aragged, panicked linein front of the garrison. Their bows lacked the range of ours
and most of their shotsfell short. | watched as they were cut down, one after the other. | saw the
buildings around them go up in flames. Just run, | wanted to scream. We have poi son—if you stand
and fight, you'll die. Nikon had stayed and fought, and had died seeping black poisoned blood from his
wounds. | should have warned them. Should have warned them.

A few of the Greeks had managed to get on horses and were riding out to meet us; | drew my own
sword and miserably urged Kara up to meet one of them. | have to do this. If | don't, I'll fail at my
mission, too. Besides, at that moment | longed for the smplefocus of face-to-face fighting. The soldier
had a sword; Kara dodged us both aside as he approached, and | swung my sword at the soldier's back
as he passed. | missed him and nearly fell off Kara. He wheeled his horse around, | raised my sword,
and ours eyes met.

"Lauria?' he choked out.

It was Thales, the soldier who used to guard the Elpisian gate. He pulled his sword back abruptly. " Just
runaway," | hissed at him. "They won' follow you, just run!"

He looked from meto the other Alashi. "What are you doing with them? Do you need help?”
"No. Now get going!"

Zhannawas looking my way. | need to make it look like we're fighting. | gave Thales ashove and
knocked him off his horse. He went sprawling, and his sword was briefly knocked from his hand. "Run,”
| said again. "Thales, run away!"

He stood up and picked up his sword. "Kyrostold me to remember your face. | can't just leave you
I,H. n

"I don't need your help. I'm ordering you to run!"

But Thales, thefool, made agrab for my horse'sreins. Karawhipped her head away from him and
pranced away afew steps. A moment later | saw aquick blur and heard the thunk of an arrow striking its
target. Thales screamed and looked down at the wound in histhigh. Oh. Oh no.

"Comeon!" It was Zhanna, breathless, at my side. Shetook Karasreins. "They're running, it'stimeto
movein!"

Thaleswasmoaning. | can't help him anyway. There's nothing | can do for him, nothing. | followed
Zhannain toward the burning buildings.

"Wasthat arrow poisoned?" | asked Zhanna.
"Which arrow?' | pointed back toward Thales.



"Of course not! He was much too close to you for that. Don't worry, Lauria, we don't hold the lives of
our sigtersthat cheap." She reached out briefly and squeezed my arm.

The ssterswere darting in and out of the buildings, piling armloads of loot into sacksto carry off. Zhanna
had me hold her horse while she dismounted to snatch up aclay jar. Then we heard Janiyas horn;
Zhannatossed her torch into the building and jumped back onto her horse, and we wheeled back toward

the steppe.

A handful of soldiersfollowed us on horseback, but they broke off the pursuit as soon asit was clear that
we weren't coming back for a second pass. We stopped to catch our breath, check for wounded, and
see what the looters had found.

And that was when everyone noticed that Tamar had taken my whispered advice. | hadn't actualy seen
any davesin the garrison part of the mining camp, but Tamar apparently had spotted one, thrown him
acrossthe saddle, and galloped after everyone e se. The dave wastaler than Tamar, filthy from working
inthe mine. For one terrifying moment | thought it was someone | knew—agirl that I'd hunted down for
Kyros. But then he turned his head and | saw that it was a young man, and not Alibek or one of the other
young men I'd brought back to Kyros. Safe, for now.

Everyonelooked a him, and he shrank back against Tamar. Janiyalooked a Tamar, who lifted her chin
and glared back defiantly.

"Wedon't—" Janiyasaid.

"Maybe you don't, but | do,” Tamar said.

"What are you going to do with me?" he asked. He spoke with aheavy Greek accent.

"I don't know," Janiyasaid. "What do you think we should do with you? Send you back?"
"No. Please! Don't send me back there—I'll do anything you ask.”

Janiya closed her eyes and shook her head; | felt the suppressed groan that rippled through the circle.
"Y ou throw yoursdlf on our mercy asif you expect to be our dave. What makes you think we're kinder
masters than the Greeks?”

"I don't know," he whispered, averting hiseyes.

"We're not sending you back," Janiya said. "We're not sending you anywhere, and you are certainly not
our dave." She started to say something else, then broke off. "Tamar, you decided to take him with you;
you can arrange for his transgportation back to our camp.” She turned away.

"She just meansthat you can ride double with me," Tamar said consolingly, and helped the boy back
onto her horse. His cringing fear made it hard to think of him as anything other than aboy, though he
might have been as old as sixteen. She flashed me aquick triumphant amile, asif to thank me for my
suggestion. I managed asickly smile back. It was nice to see Janiyathrown so completely off her stride,
but | had to admit that there was alogic to the Alashi practice of not freeing daves. In addition to the
limited resources of the Alashi and the need to spread out the arrival of "blossoms,” there wasthe
problem of daveswho smply could never learn to live as free men and women. This boy seemed like an
awfully good candidate for being offered the choice of killing himsdf or being sold, like theformer dave
Zhanna had told us about.

Asde from the unplanned rescue—Tamar was the only one who saw liberating adave as avictory—it
had been avery successful raid. None of the ssters wasinjured. We'd taken afew horses, and someone



had found the armory and collected an entire basket of Greek helmets, and a dozen sword beltswith
short Greek swords on them. The jar Zhanna had grabbed turned out to hold honey; someone else had
grabbed ajar of wine. Probably the most valuable find was asack of pure white salt. We sorted it out
and loaded it onto the stolen horses, and headed up to the meeting spot. We glanced back afew times
and saw no pursuers, but ahazy column of smoke was still risng; we congratul ated oursalves and
continued on our way. The freed dave never looked back.

| didn't look back, either, but | thought about the devastation we'd Ieft behind us—about Thaes. That
wound. Even if it wasn't poisoned, the arrow had gone deep. In the chaos of the raid, he could bleed to
death before anyone helped him. Or die from infection, even if the arrow hadn't been poisoned. His
blood was on my hands, even if it wasn't on my sword. | stared at the horizon, knowing that | had to try
to act cheerful; | couldn't pass off my guilt as nervousness about the raid now that the raid was over.

We reached Gulim as the sun was setting. Sheld built afire and made dinner, but she hadn't put up the
yurts—that required severd people. Zhanna, Saken, and Jolay set to work putting up the yurtswhile
Tamar and | watered and groomed their horses. It was fully dark by the time we sat down to eat.

"Where'syour dave?' | asked aswe sat down.

"Hesnoonesdave” Tamar said, but she started guiltily and looked around. "1 don't know where heis.
I'd better go look for him..."

"Leave him," Zhannasaid. "He's free, right? If he doesn't want to come have dinner, who are you to
make him come eat?"

"I'm not going to make him do anything. | thought I'd invite him to come eat," Tamar said. "And he does
have aname—Zosmos.”

"A Gregk name," Ruan said.

"Lotsof us have Greek names,” Tamar said, glancing at me and quickly looking away. She stood up and
went to find Zosmos, returning afew minutes later with the boy trailing behind her. She dished him up
somefood and sat back down. He took the bowl and vanished back to wherever he'd been lurking;
Tamar sighed but didn't go after him thistime.

"Maybe you should talk to him yoursdf," | said. "Explain to him about the Alashi, and how to act likea
free person..."

"l guess| could try," Tamar said sadly. She set her bowl down. "I wouldn't have been likethis. If an
Alashi woman had thrown me over her saddle and ridden off with me..."

"Y ou wouldn't have been scared?’ | asked. "Y ou wouldn't have begged them not to send you back?'
"No, you'reright. But..." Shebit her lip. "I guess!'ll talk to him."

When we finished eating, Tamar asked meto come dong; | am the other blossom, after dl. | shrugged
and acquiesced. | found him huddled in the shadow of the yurt, hisbowl scraped clean.

"How old areyou?' | asked.
"Thirteen," hesaid.

Even younger than Tamar, then.



"Have you been amine dave your wholelife?"

"| was sold there ayear ago, | guess. Last summer.” He shuddered. "Are they going to send me back
there?"

"No," | said gently. "They're not going to send you anywhere. Tamar grabbed you in order to free you."

"Both of us used to be daves of the Greeks," Tamar said. "Lauriaeven has a Greek name, like you do.
We escaped this spring.”

"The Alashi don't usualy free people. They welcome davesto escape, but they don't take stepsto help
them get out. But they won't send you back or sdll you. Unless you'd be happier with anew master than
asafreeman. It's your choice."

"Aredl the Alashi women?' Zosmos asked.

Tamar giggled. "How do you think the Alashi make babies? Of course there are Alashi men. And
children, and old people. Were one of the fighting Ssterhoods. Each summer the childless men and
women spend their time training to be warriors, ssomping out bandits, and raiding Greek outposts. We're
separated by sex because, well, | think it's rather obvious, don't you?”

"We're heading back to aclan camp to pick up most of our livestock,” | said. "I expect welll leave you
there. They'll either send you to spend the rest of the summer with asword brotherhood, or you can just
spend the summer with the children. Thirteen iskind of young for asword brother anyway.” And he
seemed S0 young. Y ears younger than Tamar, who apparently had been born fighting.

"Would you like to learn how to fight?' Tamar asked.

He laughed under hisbresth, in an oddly unguarded moment; the first flash | thought 1'd seen of who he
redly was. "Oh yes," he said amoment later. "I'd love to learn how to fight." A moment later the
frightened dave boy was back. "Just don't send me back to the mine."

"We'renot goingto,” | said. "No one'sgoing to.” Thinking of Ruan, | added, "And if anyone says they're
going to, they'relying to upset you."

A pained smileflickered across hisface, very different from the harsh laugh of amoment before.
"Was the mine very bad?' Tamar asked.

Helooked away from her for amoment and hisface hardened dightly. "They were about to kill mewhen
your women attacked.”

"Kill you?" Tamar shook her head. "For what?'

"| attacked one of the guards. Hewas..." Zosmos shrugged alittle. "They think it'sfunny to make us
dishonor Arachne. One of the guards caught a spider; he doused it in oil and told meto light it onfire.
Always before when this happened | just did it, but today..." Hisvoice shook. "I kicked him in the nuts
and knocked out one of histeeth." He showed us his hand; there was acut on hisknuckle. "I don't know
why | didit. If I'd thought about it even for amoment | would have known that it wasn't worth it. Three
guards were on me in moments and they hauled me outside. They were going to have the other daves
come watch while they beat me to death, to show them the price of defiance. They'd already gotten out
thewhip." Hisvoice wasragged. "If you take me back there, they'll kill me."

"No one isgoing to take you back there," Tamar said.



"Please" hewhispered. "I'll do anything you ask.”
"You'renot our dave," Tamar hissed. "Y ou don't have to do what we ask. You'refree. | freed you."

"Hefreed himsdf," | said softly, and Tamer lifted her chinin silent acknowledgment.

Janiya agreed with me, grumblingly, when we repeated Zosmoss story to her. She caled Zosmosinto
the yurt aswell, and when he stopped cringing, which took awhile, she presented him with asingle blue
bead and aleather thong to string it on. Then she shooed him out and sighed. "It's supposed to be an
elder or edressthat hears out the story and accepts the runaway provisondly into the Alashi.”

"There'san dder with Erdenes clan, isn't there?' | asked.

"Ohyes. But I'm afraid held be too frightened to tell his story there.” She rubbed her forehead. "He
seemslike such achild. I hopethey keep him in the clan camp for the summer. There will be plenty of
time for the brotherhood next year."

We returned to the clan camp on the day we'd expected, and were greeted enthusiastically. Erdene was
still miserable, but her lover had been allowed to join her, even though he wasn't the father. | caught a
glimpse of him, briefly; he seemed entirely willing to clam her baby as hisown. He dso seemed quite
worried, given how sick shewas.

Janiyamade Tamar and me come aong to introduce Zosmosto the elder. | wasn't surewhat I'd doneto
deservethat; | wondered if Janiya had guessed that | gave Tamar the idea of Smply abducting adave.
It's not like she wouldn't have thought of it on her own. The elder looked silently from Janiyato
Zosmosto Tamar to me. | shuffled my feet and nudged Tamar. If we waited until Zosimaos spoke up for
himsdf, wed be sanding there dl night.

"Zosmoswas adave a the mine where we attacked,” Tamar said. "One of the Greek guards wanted
him to dishonor Arachne, and he refused. And hit the guard. For that, they were going to kill him."

"He knew that," | said. "He chose death over davery.” That wasimportant. Here.

"Asthey weretaking him out to murder him, we attacked,” Tamar said. "And | saw him and... grabbed
him." Her voicefdl dightly flat a the end. Sheturned to Zosmos. " Did you take the opportunity to come
out to us when we attacked?' she asked, alittle pleadingly.

Zosmas shook his head.
"You just stayed where the guard | eft you?"
He nodded.

"Wadll, it doesn't matter. He did take hisfreedom. It wasluck that | grabbed him instead of the Greeks
killinghim."

The elder looked... thoroughly amused, | decided. But he wastrying to look surly and disapproving.
"Luck indeed," he said. "Lucky that you happened to find yoursef a dave who deserved the gift you
thrust on him." Heflicked the blue bead that rested against Zosmos's chest; the boy flinched away likea
gtartled sparrow. "And what if you had chosen someone who preferred bondage?’

"There aren't any daveswho like being daves,” Tamar said.



"Aidan," | muitered.

"Not even her. If we showed up and offered to take her away, she/d be on the horse so fagt, it would
make your head spin. Anyway, adave that preferred bondage would have run away from us. Or taken
upamsagang ud”

"You'rethinking like an Alashi,” the elder said. "A good dave obeysorders. A good dave stands where
hesleft. Like Zosmosdid.”

"A good dave would have been back in the mine," Tamar said. "He was only where he was because he
was about to be punished. Killed."

"What do you have to say for yoursalf?' the elder asked, turning abruptly to Zosmos.
"Don't send me back there," he whispered.
"And why not? Do you think we need afearful, cringing, voice ess boy among the Alashi?'

He cringed, of course, and the color drained from hisface. Hislipsworked silently. Tamar opened her
mouth, and | pinched her; he was going to have to speak for himsalf, sooner or later.

"No," he muttered findly. "I don't think you need me."
"Shall we send you back, then? Or sell you to traders who will take you east?!
He shook his head mutely. Findly he opened his mouth and croaked, "Y ou'd haveto kill mefirgt.”

"Wll. Perhaps there's hope for you after dl." The elder raised an eyebrow, glanced pointedly at Tamar
and me, and shook his head. "Y ou seem very young. How old are you?'

"Thirteen."

"WEelIl keep you here through the summer, then. Y ou can ride with the big boys next year. Just aswell;
our brotherhood aready has one blossom to train this summer.” The elder caught Janiya's eye and jerked
his head, dismissing the three of us; we withdrew from the tent and returned to the sisterhood camp.

"Isthe brotherhood pretty much like the ssterhood?" | asked Janiya as we walked.

"| guessit depends on what you mean,” she said. " The young, unmarried men spend their summersin
campslike ours, yes. | imagine acamp of twenty men would be alittle different from a camp of twenty
women, though." She smiled alittle ruefully. "If you're wondering whether the brotherhoods tend to be
led by men who prefer their summer friends company year-round—well, of course. The leader of this
brotherhood isaman named Rishad. | like him; we spend afair amount of time together during the
winter. He escaped from the Greeks himsdlf, quite afew years ago now. Like Tamar, he has some
reservations about the whole ideathat the only people who deserve freedom are the oneswho takeit for
themsalves"

"Has he ever freed someone?" | asked.
"No. But he definitely would have approved of Tamar's sense of initigtive."”

The elder must have arranged accommodations for Zosmos, because he didn't return to our camp to
deep. Aswe were packing the next morning, though, he cameto find Tamar. He had new clothes, worn
but clean—hand-me-downs from one of the boys who'd gone off to the sword brotherhood, no doubt.
He seemed shy today, but lessfearful. "Before you left, | wanted to thank you,” he muttered. " Thank you



for freeangme.”
Tamar beamed and clasped his hand. ™Y ou're going to do fine."

Asthe boy turned away, | brushed his deeve and whispered, "Y ou freed yoursdlf. And don't let anyone
tell you otherwise”

Aswe rode out, back to our own grazing grounds, my thoughts turned from the Greeks I'd betrayed to
the davesthat | had personally found for Kyros. One was a young woman, barely older than Tamar; |
had expected aflood of tears when | caught up with her, but she had held hersalf asrigid asa soldier and
barely made a sound the whole way back to Elpisia. The crier had been one of the men—one of the
house servants who had run one day for no reason | could see. Hed been the easiest to find, ashed
walked gtraight out into the desert. Worse than Alibek with his single waterskin, that man had taken no
water with him, and had in fact just about collapsed from thirst by thetime | caught up with him, but that
didn't sop him from unleashing the most unearthly wall I'd ever heard when | walked up to him. If he'd
wanted to die, there are less painful ways to kill yourself, | thought.

The only one who actudly fought me was aso one of the men. Hed made himself amakeshift knife with
the broken edge of ajar. It was sharp enough to cut my arm when he lunged at me, but not deeply
enough to leave ascar. | disarmed him without too much trouble and smashed his "knife" under my hed!.
He'd crumpled then, and had come back as meek and silent as a frightened rabbit. In an act of
spontaneous generosity, | had refrained from telling Kyros about the knife. The cut heded onitsown
within afew days.

They took their freedom, too. Or tried to. And | took it away from them again.

If I had warned Kyros about theraid, it was unlikely that Tamar would have had the opportunity to free
Zosmos. Had | traded Thaesslifefor Zosmoss freedom? It seemed dmost worth it, thinking about
Zosmaoss sory. But then, asbad as| felt about Thales, hewasn't afriend. | might fed differently if it had
been Nikon'slife that had been traded.

I've betrayed everyone, | thought. Before | ever came here, | betrayed everything the Alashi stand
for when | hunted down Kyros's slaves. And then | betrayed Kyros and the Ssterhood of Weavers
when | failed to tell them about the raid. But the strangest thing of al wasthat | wasn't surewhich |
regretted more. Thaes had been trying to help me; he hadn't run when I'd told him to run because heldd
thought, in his confusion of recognition, that | needed help. But if | could go back and change onething, |
thought 1'd go back and tell Kyrosthat | didn't want to hunt down his daves.

My thoughts were disturbing, and | tried to push them out of my mind—Thaes, Alibek, the crying man,
al of them. But | heard the man'swail in my dreamsthat night. | woke up to Ruan's snarl, and knew that
once again the wail had come from me.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"Who'sthere?'

| stood up from my spot in the long grass, expecting to see Zhanna, but no one wasthere. | sat back
down, dispirited, and gave the drum Zhanna had given me another hafhearted thump. She'd sent both me



and Tamar out, separately, with drums and ingtructionsto try to find our way to "openness' to the djinn. |
had spent an absurdly long time tapping out rhythms, my eyes closed, but | felt no more "open’ than | had
the day she had ustry to meditate. | did, however, fed hot; there was no shade where Zhanna had | eft
me. | took aswig from my haf-empty waterskin and glared at the drum.

Wéll, if it hadn't been Zhannain the grass, there was no oneto careif | was actudly beating on my drum
or not. | flopped back in the grass, looking up at the blue sky and the dazzling sunshine. | could hear the
steady hum of insects, and abird warbling. It wasn't so bad to smply beidlefor alittlewhile; at least |
wasn't trying to shoot abow while Ruan ydled a me.

"Any djinni here?' | said doud. "Hello? Anyone want to talk to me?”

| heard what 1'd heard before—some sort of rustletiand suddenly | redlized that | hadn't heard it with my
ears. Of course not. | was playing the drum. | sat up, my skin prickling despite the heat. "1s someone
here?'

And it wasthere: shimmering in front of me like awater mirage. "Hello, Shaman's Apprentice,” it said.

Thisis not Kyrossdjinn. Or Janiyas. Looking at it, | was certain that it was not abound djinn; |
redlized, looking at it, that it was larger than the djinni 1'd talked with before. Larger, and the shimmer
was brighter. A rogue aeriko, part of my mind insisted on calingit. | could be possessed by thisdjinn.
Theideamade me shiver even more.

I'd been approached by afree djinn once before, the one who'd warned methat | was being
followed—but it had been gone so fagt, 1'd barely had time to think about what | was speaking with. |
wondered if thiswasthe same djinn, but | had a hard time believing that even afew monthsago | could
have mistaken thisfor Kyrossdjinn.

Shamans spoke with unbound djinni al the time. But now that | wasfacing one, | had no ideawhat | was
supposed to say toit. Or ask it. Zhannahadn't redly covered that. "Hello,” | said.

The golden shimmer swirled around me; | could amost fed something brush atendril of my hair. "A little
summoner,” it murmured. ™Y ou long to bind me, to make me your servant.”

"No," | said. "Of course | don't want to bind you.” The Alashi don't do that.
"Y ou think of bindings—but you never see the bindings on yoursdf.”
"What bindings?"

"Look," it sad, and it swirled again. And suddenly | saw double: oneworld of green steppe and blue sky,
and one world of strange silver lines and black shadows. | looked at the djinn again, and | saw aface, a
woman'sface, strange and wild. "Look," it said again, and | looked and saw silver ropes curling around
my wrists and ankles. | squinted for abetter view, which didn't help a dl. | tried to pull the ropes off, but
of course| could touch nothing; | shook them, but that didn't work, either.

The djinn laughed; the sound went through my head like aknife, and | closed my eyes and clapped my
hands to my ears. When the sound was gone, | found mysdf lying in the grass again; the world looked
likeit usudly did.

What a strange vision. | didn't think | dared tell Zhanna about it. | picked up the drum and resolutely
began to beat it again, but | couldn't stop thinking about the curling silver ropes, and as| pounded on the
drum, the words I'd said to the Greek officer during the mine raid echoed in my head. You're half a
slave yourself—a conscript. | wasn't a conscript, though; Kyros had invited me to come work for him,



| hadn't been conscripted for anything. My loyalty to Kyrosis all that binds me, | thought. But | chose
that. | chose that. Kyros knows he can count on me.

It was afew days|ater that | learned how to banish arogue djinn that had possessed an unwilling victim.
This definitely wasn't as much of a problem among the Alashi asit was among the Greeks, but that day a
djinn seized hold of, of al people, Maydan. She was grinding up some dried herb with her mortar and
pestle, to mix into asalve, when the pestle suddenly tumbled from her fingers and she toppled forward in
afant.

Someone ran to get Zhanna, and she sent someone el se to find Tamar while she eased Maydan onto her
back. "You're smiling," | said, startled. "Are you glad she was possessed?’

"Not exactly glad,” Zhannasaid. "But I'd been half hoping we'd see someone get possessed before the
summer was over, just so | could start working with you and Tamar on what to do." She sat up, brushing
her hair out of her eyes. "Maydan would ' understand. If she were training an apprentice—two
apprentices—she'd be sorry if | fell off my horse and broke my leg, but at the sametime, shed be alittle
pleased at the opportunity to teach her apprentices how to set a broken bone.™

Tamar arrived, breathless, and the three of uslifted Maydan into the shade of the yurt. "All right,” Zhanna
said. "To properly do this, you need to have that state of openness that we've talked about—you can
drum or dance or whatever you're finding worksfor you."

Tamar nodded, her face serious. | averted my eyes. I'd tried meditating, drumming, and even dancing;
nothing made mefed open. But Zhannawas looking at me when | looked up, so | nodded, too.

"Don't fed likeyou'vefailed if thisdoesn't work. I'll give each of you achance to banish the djinn; it's
possible that you won't be able to get it to respond to you at al, and if you do, you may draw it out of
Maydan only to be possessed yourself. Don't worry about that, though; | have dedt with djinn
possession many timesand I'll take care of you."

Tamar looked only moderately reassured.
"Go get your vests and put them on.”

Wed both had them off to embroider new designs. | was working on ahorse; I'd borrowed Saken'sold
vest to copy the horse she'd embroidered on hers, sinceit looked so real. Tamar was embroidering a
bird clutching aflower inits claw. We both knotted the threed, trimmed off the needle we were using,
stuck it in another cloth for safekeeping, and put our vests on.

Meanwhile, Zhanna fetched a carved box from the other side of the yurt and opened it. Ingde wereritua
items much like the things Jaran had used to banish Aidan's djinn back in the harem: an incense burner, a
bundle of feathers knotted together with thread, and asmall clay jar. In Sophoss harem, the small jar had
held river water, drawn from the Syr Daryawhen water flowed there during the spring rains; here, to my

surprise, it held amixture of dirt and ash.

On Zhannas ingtructions, we each plucked ahair from our heads and placed it in the palm of Maydan's
hand. Then Zhannatook the feathers, dipped thetipsinto the clay pot, and brushed the gray ash onto
Maydan's forehead, hands, and heart. "Maydan, daughter of Aiday, daughter of Alina, you are achild of
theriver, the steppe, and the djinni.” Jaran had asked each of usin turn if we claimed her, but that didn't
seem to be part of theritua here. Zhanna set down the feathers and turned to us. "To banish the djinn,
you draw it into yourself and then tell it to go away. Put your hand on her forehead and think of yourself



drawing the djinn out like you would pull abucket from awell, or like you'd draw athorn from your foot.
To banish adjinn, we say, 'Return to the Silent Lands, lost one of your kind, and trouble us no more." "

Jaran had said that, | remembered. Tamar was nodding.
"It'sdifficult to describeit. Why don't you each giveit atry. Who wantsto go firg?'
"l do," Tamar said, and Zhanna nodded to her.

Tamar stood up and began to dance. She hadn't asked either of usto play adrum for her so it seemed
likeit would beintrusveto start; shewhirled hersef in circles until | was dizzy looking at her, then
dropped to her knees beside Maydan and placed her small hand on Maydan's forehead. She closed her
eyesand clenched her jaw. | waiched her curioudy, wondering if shefelt open and what, exactly, this
meant to her. Time passed; her nogtrils were white from tension. Findly she sat back, looking exhausted.

"I think I can—kind of fed it there," shesaid. "But | couldn't pull it out.”

"That'sfine" Zhannasaid. "And not surprising. Y ou're doing well to be ableto touchit at dl. Lauria, you
try."

| refused to dancein front of Tamar and Zhanna, especidly as| knew it wouldn't help, so | took my
drum and best it for alittlewhile. | wasfaking, and | knew | wasfaking, but | didn't know what elseto
do. After awhile, my feet started to go to deep, and my mind also amost felt alittle dazed and numb,
likemy prickling feet; maybe that's what she's talking about. It seemed like it was worth atry. |
touched Maydan's forehead and reached in.

And suddenly, | redized that | could see the djinn, even though it wasingde Maydan: awhirl of golden
dugt, like sparksflying to the Sky from aroaring fire.

| gasped and blurted out the phrase Zhanna had given us. "Return to the Silent Lands, lost one of your
kind, and trouble us no more."

"Gate," it hissed, and | wanted to clap my handsto my earsas| had when the other rogue djinn had
laughed. | felt it swirl into my chest, and for amoment | thought it was going to take me over, asit had
Maydan. But it kept moving—through me like an arrow, | thought—and amoment later | redlized it
was gone.

| opened my eyes. Maydan stirred and raised her head with agroan. "What on earth—how did | get in
here? Did | take sunstroke?"

"Djinn," Zhannasaid. "Y ou should take anap.”

"Ugh, | have so much to do..." Maydan muttered, then rolled over and went to deep.

"Youdidit," Tamar said, staring a me with open envy. "Y ou madeit leave.”

"I didn't makeit do anything,” | said. "It chose to leave."

"But it choseto leavefor you."

"Sometimesthat's all ashaman does,” Zhanna said. "We provide adoor, and the djinn decidesto takeit.”

It seemed unfair, | had to admit, as| avoided Tamar's resentful eyes. | had barely begun to sweat. And
Tamar was clearly understanding the training in away that | wasnot. | could dancedl day, drum al day,
and not feel theway | thought | was supposed to fed. It was playing with me. With us. "I bet it left for



mejust to pissyou off,” | said to Tamar. "It could fed that you had agrip oniit, evenif you didn't havethe
strength to make it go. | could see it wasthere, but | couldn't grasp it—so it |eft for me, just to make you
fed like | was abetter shaman.”

Humor flickered in her eyes. "Y ou don't haveto try to make mefed better, you know, Lauria. But, well,
itsnicethat you do."

"It said something asit wasleaving," | said, trying to keegp my voice casud. " 'Gate.' Do you know why it
might have said that?'

"Gate? Back to the Sllent Lands, | guess.”

Tamar and | stepped back out into the sunshine. | shaded my eyes, blinking, and went over to where
Maydan's herbs till 1ay out on the ground; | figured | would gather them up for her and put them away so
that her work wouldn't be scattered by the wind while she dept.

"Laurial" Janiyasvoice broke into my thoughts. "Go fetch some water for therice.”
| stiffened, then took a deep breath and turned to Janiya. "I'm busy,” | said. "Get it yourself."
She gave me afaint smileand alittle nod. "Better," she said, and turned away.

"Better?' | strode after her, furious. " Better ? | told you to get it yourself, what the hell moream |
supposed to do?"

"Y ou need to mean it." She turned back toward me and raised the edge of one eyebrow. "Y ou had to
rehearse that, you had to practiceit, you had to think about it. It didn't comefrom here." She tapped her
chest.

Now | turned away, heading back to Maydan's herbs. Janiya grabbed my arm and jerked me around to
face her. "Aren't you even going to argue with me? Tell methat it did come from your heart?'

"What the hell good would it do? Y ou've dready decided how | fed."
"Maybeif you stood up for yoursdf you'd start to fed like you really are one of us."
"I stood up for myself to Ruan.”

"You did. But you il treat me asif | could have you flogged for disobedience. Sometimes| think | could
order you to butcher your horse, and you'd doit!"

"You'rea military commander,™ | said. "Don't you want to be obeyed?’

"In battle, yes. But most of the time we aren't in battle. | want to know that my women are thinking for
themsalves. And even in battle, thisisn't the Greek army! Y ou need to be able to take initiative, to notice
achangein conditions and act accordingly, not to stand by your orderslike, like, like a lave who knows
shelll be executed for disobedience.”

"I haven't seen anyone ese here telling you to get your own water. Or your own tea."

"That'sright. Because | don't talk to them the way you let metak to you. They al know that they're
free"

| was never a slave, either, | thought, and clamped down hard on that thought. "Fine," | said, hearing
my voice shake, and turned away.



"Lauria..." Janiyaglanced around; dl the ssterswereindustrioudy occupying themsalves, listening
slently. "Comewith mefor awak. Please.”

| fell into step beside her aswe walked alittle distance away from the camp.

"Y ou remind me of another former dave who joined us, someyears ago,” Janiyasad. "Though she
wouldn't admit it right away, she had not actually been born into davery.”

| stiffened even as| tried not to; | glanced at Janiya, but her eyes were fastened on some distant point on
the horizon.

"The Sisterhood of Weavers has their own sword sisterhood as well—women who work as bodyguards
for the sorceresses, or who servein the smal standing army that the Sisterhood maintains to guard the
seat of their power in Penelopeia. Thiswoman served in that army. But as punishment for some
misdeed—she was falsely accused, or so she told me—she was stripped of her rank and sold into
davery. Shewound up as adave here on the edges of Greek territory, ran away, and found the Alashi.”

"Good for her," I murmured, since Janiya had paused and seemed to expect aresponse.

"She quickly put her days as adave behind her. In some respects, her heart was as free as any woman
born to the Alashi. But her days as a sworn servant to the Weavers were harder to leave in the dust. She
had taken vows, you see, before their goddess, Athena. Even though she no longer felt loyalty to her old
masters, those vows bound her to them. Thereismagic in vows like that, as tangible as the magic of
blood sisterhood. It's asredl asthe bindings on an aeriko—on adjinn, | mean.”

| didn't dare look at Janiyanow, but | thought she was looking at me. My cheeks were burning.

"Lauria, | don't wish to force my way into your confidence. But remember, we are a people of escaped
daves, ultimately, even if most of us now are born in freedom. We have aritua to repudiate the vows we
now have to |leave behind—whether they were forced on us by our davery, or we thought at the time that
they were freely chosen. Sometimes our vows are our masters. Will you go through thisritua ?"

| thought about the silver bindings the djinn had shown me. My loyalty to Kyros is the loyalty he's
earned. Nothing more, nothing less. But then, what would be the harm in this? Even if theritual broke
the magic of the vows, that would just mean | could choose fredly to keep them... And | need to do this
to be accepted, that's very clear. To accomplish my mission... To become one of the Alashi. ..

"Il doit," | said.
"Good. Tonight, after moonrise. I'll wake you when it'stime.”

Janiya stalked back to camp; | looked at her straight back and her hunched shoulders and was quite
certain that she wasthe dave sheld just spoken about.

She shook me awake afew hours after I'd gone to deep, and | followed her out of the yurt. It was a cold
night with astiff breeze and | shivered. Janiya had asmall bundle under her arm, and alantern, and |
followed her out from camp onto the steppe.

Even with the moonlight and the lantern, it was adark night and we had to walk dowly. We walked past
the horses and down to the stream, and then upstream a short distance to the big tree that grew at the
bend in the stream.

"Y ou need to understand, our gods have been wherewe are," Janiya said. "Prometheus gave the gift of
fireto humans, and for that, Zeus—the old king of Olympus—had him chained to amountain west of



here, where an eagle came each day and tore out hisliver. Arachne was a mortal woman and aweaver,
and then had the misfortune to fairly beat Athenain a contest of weaving kill; for that, Athenatried to
endave her, and when Arachne chose death over davery, Athenaturned her into a spider.

"And so they lived, for thousands of years. But Arachne heard of the god that had been imprisoned by
her own enemies, and dowly she found her way to the mountain where he was chained; she wove aweb
to trap the eagle, and she forced the eagle to set Prometheus free. Prometheus, in turn, returned Arachne
to human form and gave her immortality. And then they headed east, away from Olympus, and became
our gods, the gods of people who were once the daves of the Greeks, but have set themsalves free”

"l see" | mumbled, thinking about how cold | was.

Janiyawas a so shivering by the time we reached our destination. "'l should've brought blankets," she
said, and set the lantern down.

| had half expected Janiyato drum or dance or something to summon djinni, but instead she unfolded her
bundle and laid out some strips of cloth and a sharp knife. Then she turned her palms up and spoke
samply and directly: "Prometheus, hear us."

| wondered if | should repest her words, but she didn't give me any sort of nudge, so | remained silent.

"Y ou were free, then endaved, then free again: you, of dl the gods, understand. Like you, we were
daves, likeyou, we are free. Once, we took vowsin order to survive; now we ask to be released from
those vows." She lowered her hands and looked at me. "L auria, on your honor as a free woman, answer
these questions truthfully. Were your vows taken fregly?"

"Yes" My heart began to pound in my ears; some part of my mind began screaming, What are you
thinking? Lieto her; lie!

"Did those to whom you swore your loydty betray it?!
"Yes" | sounded dmost relieved. Thisistrue. Kyros and Sophos did betray my loyalty.

"The binding is aready broken; Lauriaasksto be released.” She picked up the knife and cut the palm of
her hand; she held one of the strips of cloth to her injury and bled onto it, blotting until dmost the whole
strip of cloth was stained with blood. She wiped the knife and gaveit to me. "Cut yoursalf and put your
blood on the strip of cloth.”

I'd done something like this once before, when | became Tamar's blood sigter. | wondered it thisritua
was going to require that | become blood sister to Janiya. This knife wasn't as sharp as the sword Tamar
and | had used, and my first attempt to cut myself only scored my hand, drawing no blood. Gritting my
teeth, | twisted the knife; thistime, | cut more than | redlly had to, and had no trouble bleeding all over
the strip of cloth that Janiya handed me. She wrapped her own hand in a bandage as she watched me,
then gave me a bandage to cover my wound when | was done. Welaid our blood-soaked cloth strips
under the tree.

"Prometheus has never asked for blood sacrifice, but there are other gods who demand it; well leave our
blood here, so that Prometheus can give it to the gods before whom we made our vows. Now well wak
through the water: asthe two riverswill makedl of usfree someday, so may the waters tonight make you
free"

We stripped naked and plunged into the stream; the water came up to my waist at the deepest part. We
crossed to the other side, turned, and crossed back. Now | was really cold; thewind fdt asit if were



going straight to my bones. | dressed as quickly as| could, Janiya bundied up the knife again, and we
walked back to camp.

Aswe reached the edge of the camp, Janiyasaid, "'l had adaughter once, back when | lived with the
Greeks."

"| thought you..." | turned and blinked at her, trying to phrase what | wanted to say.

"Y ou thought | was one of the women who has winter friends aswell as summer friends?" Janiyalaughed.
"Wadl, you wereright. But back in the Guard of the Sisterhood of Weavers, some of uswould endurea
man's company, briefly, in order to have children. | wanted a daughter, and | had one. A beautiful young
girl. Shewassx when | was sold into davery.”

"What happened to her?"

"It was | who was accused—not Xanthe. We were separated. She stayed with the Sisterhood; one of
my old friends promised to raise her. | never saw her again." Janiyasighed. "Sheisvery closeto your
age. I'veimagined, afew times, that you were her. | would be proud to have a daughter like you."

"Why didn't you go look for her?

"Shewas sx when | was sold. She would have been twelve when | escaped. They would havetold her
terrible things about me—that | was atraitor to the Sisterhood, athief. Better, far better, to et her alone,
toliveher ownlife

Something else occurred to me. "If you worked for the Sisterhood, wouldn't you have seen people using
spdl-chans?'

"Oh." Janiyabrushed her hair away from her face.

"Onceor twice, yes. | knew what the chain was, | knew how it was used—but it was arare thing that |
heard the careful way that requests were phrased. Also, | think sorceresses are able to control their own
summoned djinni better than those who bear spell-chains on sufferance.”

| nodded. "My own mother israther disappointed with how | turned out,” | said. "'l think she'd have
preferred ayoung woman like Erdene.”

Janiyas eyes flickered with humor. "I'm sure that's often how it turns out. Perhaps Xanthe spends her
days brushing her hair and mooning over young Greek officers.”

| pulled my vest out, before | went to deep, and put it on; | was Htill freezing cold. | had no dream, and
woke at dawn, feding surprisngly well rested despite my interrupted night.

A little while after the midday meal, Janiyawandered past and said, "L auria, go get the manure baskets
from the supply yurt and gather up the camel and horse dung.”

| was Sitting cross-legged, scraping the last of my lunch from my bowl. | glared up a Janiyaand said,
"Not until | get my goddamn beed.”

Janiyalaughed, asif she'd been expecting that response, and tossed a small blue bead through the air. It
landed in my lap. "Thereyou go," she said. "Now go get the baskets, if you please.”

We gathered up the droppings from al our livestock—horses, camels, and goats—in a pair of big



baskets, then spread it out along the riverbank to dry. It seemed slly to meto pick it up whileit was il
wet and smelly, only to dump it on the ground again, but Saken had pointed out that |eft with the animals,
it just got stepped on. | picked my way across the grazing area, thinking that | probably looked as
disgusted and squeamish as Erdene usually did when it was her turn to do thistask. The other Ssters
gave me awide berth, not wanting to fed obligated to pitch in and help me. Even Tamar stayed well

avay.

"Laurig," avoicesad, and | started, dropping ahandful of manure. It wasadjinn. Kyrossdjinn, |
thought. | couldn't say what madeit so digtinctive, but | knew it like I'd have known Tamar eveniif dl |
could see was her hand. I'm getting better at this, | thought.

"Kyros sendsthefollowing words. ‘Lauria, thisis something | wish | could tell you in person, but it is past
timethat you knew.' " The djinn was good at imitating Kyrossvoice and | fet afaint prickle of
recognition. " 'It was not only because of your talent that you attracted my attention. It was because of
your talentsthat | asked you to join my service, but the reason | was paying attention to you ismuch
moresmple." Thedjinn paused, then spoke again: " 'Y ou are my daughter. | am your father.

It should have been aterrible surprise, but | felt only a sad, quiet coldness spreading through my chest.

" 'My daughter, | know | can count on you, and you must redlize that you can trust me." " The djinn kept
talking but | waslistening to the coldnessin my heart, not to Kyrosswords, and it was saying, His
words are not sincere; heistrying to control me.

" '"Tell me, Lauria, how close you are to winning the trust of the Alashi. That'sal | want to know." "
"Very closg" | sad.

With that, the djinn winked out, and | was | eft breathless with the basket of manurein my hands. After a
shaken moment | began to pick up manure again, trying to shrug off my disgust. The contact with Kyross
djiinn made mefed asdirty asthe goat shit dl over my hands. | don't want to serve him anymore, |
thought. | don't want to go back there.

| don't have to go back there.

The thought startled me so much that | stepped right in an apple-shaped pile of horse shit, and | stopped
to swear, in Greek, and pick up what waseft, hurling it in the basket. 1'd rather be picking up horse
shit than tracking down escaping slaves. | could never do that again. | couldn't. If | looked at
Alibek now—Kyrosslittle straying bird—I would see Tamar. Zhanna. Janiya. Ruan. And | wouldn't
wish davery on any of them. Even Ruan.

I'd rather spend the rest of my life picking up shit than do that again.

Well. | could just tell Kyros heéld have to find other tasks for me. Hunting down daves was never one of
my more frequent duties—I carried messages, more often. Spying on garrisons of Greek soldiers, more
or less openly. Kyros could send someone else out to hunt his daves. Myron, for ingtance. It wasn't a
speciaized task—not like spying on the Alashi, which only someone with Danibeki blood could do.

Though | was haf Greek, and so was Tamar, and enough of the Alashi had Greek blood that the
escaped daves and the freeborn Alashi were not easily distinguishable, at least not by appearance. A full
Greek like Myron could probably claim to be an escaped dave aswell, and be taken in, though Myron
could never convincingly pose as adave; he radiated the privilege of the Greek from every pore of his
in.



But Kyros knew | could do it—he knew | could convince the slaves of Sophos's harem, and more
important, the Alashi, that | had been a dlave. Why? How could he know?

Because he knew that Sophos would rape me.

The answer cameto melike an arrow in my heart and | gasped. The sméll of shit filled my nose and
gagged me, and the thought of Kyross betraya gagged me aswell. Turning away from the dmost-filled
basket of shit, | fell to my knees and threw up on the ground. Someone saw me vomiting, and afew
minutes later Tamar and Zhanna and Maydan came running to take the basket away and help me over to
the river to clean up. "Y ou should have told Janiyathat you weren't feding well,” Maydan scolded me.
"No one would have expected you to do shit-pickup duty while feding poorly."

| didn't eventry to explain; | just let her wash me, as| had let Tamar wash mewhen | arrived at Sophoss
harem. | could gtill smell shit when shewas done, but at least it wasn't harem perfume. It was till hot, but
| shivered in the wind, and went into the yurt to wrap up in a blanket when we got back to the camp. |
had no appetite for supper and didn't want to talk to anyone—not even Tamar. | lay awake until I'd
heard everyone e se settle down in the yurt, and then went outside to deep by thefire. | knew | was
going to have nightmares, and there was no point in waking everyone ese up.

Perhaps, | thought, as | lay looking up at the skies, | waswrong. Kyros may smply have had faith that |
could make it work somehow. But Sophos knew. You may realize later how necessary thiswas. It
wasnt lugt, it wasn't just the desire to rape someone he had no right to touch. Sophos knew that the
Alashi would see that rape when they looked into my eyes. He knew that it would ensure the success of
my misson.

Did Kyros know?

If he didn't know, it was because he closed his eyes and covered his ears instead of looking at
what was right in front of his face.

| expected to dream of Sophos, when | findly fell adegp—or Kyros, pleading with meto believethat he
had never given Sophos permission to rape me. But instead | dreamed of a sorceress, one of the
Sisterhood, standing before her loom and speaking to the bound djinn that trembled before her. Tell
them | want this mission to succeed, she said. All our spiesin the past have been caught. We can't
afford another failure: the soul-stone supply is almost depleted. Thistime, | want it to work. Do
whatever you need to do to make it work. The djinn turned and hesitated for amoment asif | truly
stood in that room, and it could see me waiting. Toal, it hissed, and the dream faded into silent midt.

CHAPTER TWELVE

| woke from my dream well before dawn. | was stiff from the cold even under my blanket, and as|
looked up at the gtars, | thought about winter. Penelopelawas awarm city, or so I'd been told, but in
Elpisia, the snows came early and deep, and the winds cut through every chink and crack that wasn't
stuffed with wool. Kyros sometimes sent me out on winter missions, well wrapped against the winds, but
more often | stayed home, gathering with hisfamily and his other trusted servantsin hisgreat hal, which
was shuttered againgt the winds and kept warm with aroaring fire, tended by hisdaves.

It was hard to imagine that ayurt would redlly keep anyone warm during a steppe winter, but the Alashi
had survived thisway for generations. Of coursg, if | woke everyone up with my nightmaresin midwinter,



| couldn't just move out of the yurt. I'd have to be certain that | wasn't sharing atent with Ruan.

| wondered how the sisterhood would scatter with the end of summer. We had a sponsor clan—would
weadl goto livewith that clan for the winter? Presumably the women born Alashi would live with their
parents or their lovers, but where would Tamar and | live? Would we be alowed to stay together or
would they want to plit us between families? Maybe Zhannas family would take us both, snce we were
Zhanna's apprentices.

Firgt, of course, there would be the big fal gathering, like the spring gathering we'd found our way to a
few months ago. All the sword sisterhoods and brotherhoods would return, and wed probably seethe
eldressagain. Tamar might still be fretting, but 1'd stopped worrying that we wouldn't be accepted as
Alashi. Therewould probably be some sort of initiation ceremony, for usand for any other blossomswe
might not know about. Probably not Zosmos, just yet. | wondered what the ritual would involve. | hope
| don't have to get soaked in cold water again, | thought, shivering.

"Lauria? What are you doing out here?"

It was Zhanna, sumbling out to reieve hersdlf, probably. "1 was thinking I'd have nightmares tonight. |
didn't want to wake anyone up.”

"Y ou shouldn't be out when it's this cold—especialy not when you're sick! Maydan would be furious.
Gointheyurt."

Feding foolish, | picked my way to my usua spot near Tamar. It was very warm insde the yurt, and
moist from the communa breath. | lay down, fedling my shivering ease, and thinking, | guess winter
won't be so bad.

| hesitated on the edge of deep and thought, That'siit. I've made my decision. Then | thought, | haven't

told anyone—I could still change my mind, betray the Alashi and go back to Kyros. And then: I'd
rather cut out my own heart. I'm staying here.

A blast from ahorn shook me awake in the morning; | scrambled out of the yurt with everyone e seto
see a srange man waiting by our campfire, awhite flag in one hand and ahorn in the other. Greek, |
thought. But not a soldier—perhaps a bandit. "I have amessage for you ladies,” hesad, witha
mocking bow, and | decided that | was quite certain that he was a bandit.

"We have your leeder—the woman with the graying hair." Janiya. | looked around for her, and didn't
see her. "Oh yes, fed freeto look for her in your tents, but don't try to leave camp, any of you. We have
someone watching your camp, and he can signd the people holding your 'sster’ to cut her throat.” | could
hear the rising panic around me, and the bandit blew ablast of hishorn. "Shut up, al of you! Listento
me. Y ou can have her back. There's just one thing we want—a piece of jewelry you stolefrom us. A
necklace of stones threaded on chain, fairly plain looking. That'sal we want. As soon as we have that,
well let your friend go." He gestured benevolently. "The gems you took from us, the silk, the livestock—
those you can keep."

They want the spell-chain. | glanced around & the other sisters, not certain anyone but me would even
know what he was talking about; their faces were white and set but aso confused. | would have
expected the spell-chain to be around Janiya's neck, but surely they'd have looked there... "We need
timeto look for what you're demanding,” | said, raisng my voiceto be heard.



"Start looking. And don't leave the camp.”

"How do we even know she's till aive?' From the yurt, | heard someone catch her breath, but we had
to ask.

"Ask aquestion. I'll have an answer for you in amoment.”

| glanced at the women crowded into the doorway of the yurt, at aloss. Ruan spoke: "Ask her what sort
of lapdog Ruan would keep as a pet.”

The bandit shouted the question to someone at the edge of the campsite. A few tense minutes passed,
and then the answer was shouted back: "A nice megaty one."

Ruan gaveadight shrug. "Shesdive."

"Well look for it," | said to the bandit, and stomped into the yurt where Janiya dept, the other women
falowing me.

"Who the hell was on sentry duty last night?' Ruan demanded, glaring a me venomoudy.
"Janiyawas," May dan snapped.
"What isit hewants?" Saken wailed.

"Itsaspdl-chan,” | whigpered. "Y ou can useit to summon adjinn and order it to do things. Janiyaknew
what it was; she's been using it since we took it from the bandits. Remember the apples? That's how she
got them. Where does Janiya keep vauable items?”

No one was sure. There was a chest opposite the door, kept latched, and we rooted through it quickly; it
held money, but not the spell-chain. The other women scattered through the yurt to hunt through other
boxes and bags, occasionadly bringing a necklace out for meto see, but no luck. Onimpulse, | checked
the spot where Janiya dept—and there, under the blankets, in alittle hollow of sand, was the spell-chain.
| wasn't certain whether it had dipped off her neck, or if she had placed it there on purpose.

No onewas looking at me, and | curled my hand around it, taking amoment to think. If | showed it to
everyone else and invited discussion of what to do next, the bandit would hear that something had
changed insde the tent, and would at least comein to see what was going on; a worst, he might sgnal
the other banditsto kill Janiya. No, | had to think this out for myself.

The bandits seemed to have assumed that we would not know what a spell-chain did, even if Janiya
knew. They would not be expecting arescue. If | summoned the djinn, | could send it to rescue Janiya,
and potentialy yank her out of harm'sway before the bandits could do anything. Potentially, that was
the key word. If shewas being held with asword literally at her throat, which seemed likely, could the
djinn get her out without letting her get hurt? Would it choose to, eveniif it could? Would | be ableto
phrase my ingtructionsin an explicit enough way without the bandit overhearing? Would Janiya even want
meto try this, or would she want meto just hand the spell-chain over?

| thought she'd want meto try. Of course, if she ended up dead, the other sisters would blame mefor it.
For a moment, the knife was within my grasp ...

| said, "I'm going to go search the supply yurt." On my way out, | whispered to Tamar, "Keep everyone
searching here, but be ready for afight." She glanced up, wide-eyed, but gave me asingle, emphatic nod.



The supply yurt was empty. | stepped back into the shadows and took out the spell-chain. "Aeriko,” |
muttered. " Show yoursdlf."

Thedjinn gppeared. "The bandits that used to hold your chain now hold Janiya," | whispered. "You are
bound either way; would you rather that we continue to hold your chain, or would you like usto return
you to the bandits?'

The djinn glimmered brightly for amoment, so brightly that | was afraid that the bandit would see
something strange going on inside the tent. Therewas along pause, then it hissed, ™Y ou ask me to make
achoice?'

"Only if youcare," | said. "If dl human masters are the same to you—well, | won't tell you that you
should fed otherwise"

Ancther moment of intense brightness, and then: "1 would stay with you."

| let out abreath | hadn't realized | was holding. "Right then. The bandits are holding Janiya hostage. We
need to get her out, and back here, alive. | want you to go see what the Situation is, and if you can grab
her without her getting hurt, bring her back here. If you can't, come back and tell me."

The djinn hesitated for amoment, then said, "Without her getting hurt, or without her getting killed?'

The srangeness of having adjinn offer ahelpful suggestion made my head spin for amoment. " Superficid
injuriesonly.™

The djinn winked out. | dipped the chain back into my deeve, then stepped out of the supply yurt and
shrugged gpologetically a the bandit, still holding hiswhite flag. | went into the deeping yurt. Tamar had
done her work well: the sisters had picked up their weapons and were waiting inside, tense and reedy,
though afew were continuing to root through boxes randomly, throwing desperate-sounding words back
and forth for the benefit of the listening bandit.

"What's going on?' Ruan hissed.

"Trust me," | whispered back. | stepped back from the door and peered out as discreetly as | could. If
the djinn could ddliver Janiya, it would probably drop her off at the center of the camp. | retrieved my
own sword, and Janiyas, which was jumbled with some of her other possessions along one of thewalls
of theyurt. | dipped the pell-chain around my neck.

My heart hammered in my ears. Time passed. How long could this possibly take? Either it could get
her or it couldn't. Dammit! Where are they?

And then, awhirl of light, and Janiya stumbled, dive and unhurt, in the center of camp.

"Now!" | shouted, because just as I'd expected, as soon asthey'd lost their hostage, the bandits smply
attacked our camp.

| thrust the hilt of Janiyas sword into her right hand and grabbed her left, dragging her toward the horses.
Shewas amost certainly dizzy and disoriented from her trip, but | didn't dare give her timeto get her
bearings on her own.

Unfortunately, some of the bandits had been posted by our horseswhile the ssterswere dl contained in
camp, unableto leave, and on the signal that Janiya had escaped, they'd sent in their dogs to scatter the
horses. Ruan managed to catch her horse, and so did severa other sisters, but Janiyaand | saw the
horses running and turned back to camp. Janiya didn't have her signaing horn, but she popped two



fingersinto her mouth and blew a piercing whistle—along blast and then two short blasts. "Just S0
everyone knowsI'm gill dive" shesad.

Asweran, | tried to think whether there was anything | could order—ask—the djinn to do for us right
now. | couldn't tell it to kill the bandits; that would bresk the spell and probably result in my desth.
Having the djinn catch and return the horses would only result in horses that were catatonic with fear
rather than merely panicky. Weaponry, though—I grabbed the necklace as we ran and spoke into the
ar."Seeif any of the ssters are without wesgpons, and provide them with wegponsif they're lacking.
Make sure Tamar has abow and arrows.”

"Isthat—explicit enough?"' Janiya asked.
"l think so. I'll explain later."

"Y ou may congder it an order that you survivethisfight and explain." Janiyagave meagrim smileaswe
reached the heart of the fight.

Most of the bandits were on horseback. Most of the sisters were not. It made for an ugly situation. |
pulled my sword out of its sheath and stood my ground aswell as | could, dashing at horses more than
riders; | hated to hurt the horses, which couldn't help being ridden by bandits, but the riders were out of
reach and getting them off their horses as quickly as possible seemed the best strategy for Staying dive.

| found mysdlf in aseaof horses legs and booted feet, trying to defend myself from blows coming from
above. | dashed theflank of aroan horse, and then dodged out of the way asit reared in terror and pain;
the rider lost his seat and crashed to the ground. | struck at him before he could get up, and helay ill; |
turned, to find a spear leveled at me, and dodged aside desperately, using the flailing horse as cover. At
least it isn't @aming for me. | hadn't injured the horse badly—could | get onto it, cam it? That seemed
like abad idea, but no worse than staying here on the ground. | could reach the stirrup, bardly, and the
saddle, and | hoisted mysdif on.

The bandit with the spear jerked back as he found my sword suddenly in hisface. | pressed the
advantage, and he recovered quickly, redlizing that his spear was longer than my sword. | dodged aside
but | couldn't get close enough to whack at anything other than the spear itsdlf, and he just whipped it out
of the way. Without warning, the shaft of the spear suddenly cracked in haf—the djinn, | thought, and
laughed out loud—and the bandit threw it away in horror, backing away from me asif he thought I'd
doneit. | took time for aquick look around.

This does not ook good. Most of the Ssters were fighting from the ground—those still stlanding. Ruan
was still on horseback, and | saw her unhorse one bandit and turn desperately to the bandit beside him.
Janiyafought from the ground, dodging both asword and the hooves of the bandit's horse. | didn't see
Zhannaor Maydan. As| turned, though, | saw Saken huddled on the ground, not moving, in apool of
spreading black blood.

"Could you move them?' | asked desperately, speaking to the djinn. "The bandits, | mean? Somewhere
else? Somewhere far away?'

A pause, then: "It would be risky. For you. It isdifficult to move someone—uncooperative.”

This, of course, was why the Sisterhood of Weavers couldn't smply send djinni to the steppe to move al
of the Alashi to some distant mountaintop, and why thistactic was used so rardly in battles. Moving
people around was a ddicate business, and the djinni did not excel at ddlicate tasks, particularly when
they didn't wish to. If adjinn killed a human, even by accident, that broke the binding and freed it—xkilling
the sorceress and usudly the holder of the spell-chain in the process.



As| looked around, though, | saw Saken, huddled on the ground, her blood spreading out in ablack
pool. "If | dig, it'sworthit," | whispered. "Djinn—"

"Wait," it sad. "Listen. Free mefirgt, and then | will help you. Y ou won't be at risk then. Free me, and |
can take the bandits awvay from you, far, far away, and if some of them die, it will be nothing to you. | can
return to the starlit land without passing through your heart.” | must have looked uncertain, because it
went on, taking on an dmost wheedling tone: "I'll have to take them one at atime. If I'm bound, and |
drop thefirgt one, that won't do you much good, will it? Y ou'll be dead, and the other banditswill till be
here"

Free the djinn. But then it won't have to help me. | wondered if it were an act of cowardice, freeing it
thisway instead of ordering it to remove the bandits and accepting the risk of degth, but | was quite
certain that Janiyawould approve. "How do | freeyou?"

"Smash the soul-stone from the spdll-chain,” it said.

| pulled it out and looked at it. Sure enough, one stone glittered darkly in the sun. Karenite. | would need
to get off my horseto do this, so | jumped down, set the stone on arock, and smashed it with the hilt of
my sword before | could change my mind.

Thank you, the djinn howled into the wind around my ears, and a heartbest |ater, the bandits were gone.
All of them, inthe blink of an eye. It lied to me when it said it would have to move themone at a
time, | thought, and fet afaint smileriseto my lips. You don't owe the truth to a slave-holder. | had
clutched the spdl-chainin my fist so tightly, | had ground the stonesinto my pam. | released it dowly,
dropping it to the ground, then ran to Saken.

The other ssterswere looking around frantically. "Whereés Maydan?' | shouted. "The bandits are gone;
they're not coming back. Someone find Maydan. Saken's hurt redlly badly.”

"SoisMaydan," Ruan said, and my heart sank.

Saken's eyes were closed and her skin was waxy. The wound wasin her back, | redized, which was
why | could see no injury the way she was lying, only the spreading stain of blood on the ground. |
dropped to my knees beside her and whispered, "We should have just given it to them.”

The other women gathered around Saken. "Maydan isdive, but unconscious,” Zhannamurmured. "
don't think she'd be able to do anything for her anyway.” She held one hand to awound in her shoulder;
blood welled up around her fingers.

"Erdene should be here," Ruan murmured, and knelt beside Saken to hold her hand.

If Saken was aware of her best friend's absence and of Ruan's presence, she gave no sign. | heard ahint
sob from someone behind me—Tamar. After afew more moments, | realized that Saken was no longer
breathing. Ruan bowed her head and lowered Saken's hand gently to the ground.

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Janiya pick up the spell-chain, or what was | eft of it. She touched the
smashed stone, and looked a me. "Thisiswhat they wanted, yes? And they took me astheir hostage.”

"I had thedjinn rescueyou,” | said miserably. "l asked it if it preferred to stay with us, or to go back into
the power of the bandits, and it said it wanted to Stay with us, so | told it to get you out if it could.”

"That'swhy you could giveit vague ingructions,; it wasan dly, not merdy adave.”

"Yes" | looked down at Saken. "If I'd just givenit to them..."



"They'd have atacked us anyway,” Ruan said.
"Youredly bdievethat?'

She shrugged. "I certainly don't trust that they wouldn't have. If 1'd found the spell-chain, if I'd known
how to work it—well, I don't think that you did the wrong thing."

"How did you kill the bandits?" Zhanna asked.

"I don't know if they'redead or not,” | said. "Thedjinn said that if | freed it, it would move them. To...
somewheredse”

Wetook stock of ourselves: Saken was dead, Maydan had taken a hard blow to the head and was till
unconscious, and there were many smaller injuries, broken ribs and bad cuts and one ankle that began to
swell badly. Gulim went to soak her injured ankle in the cold water of the river; Jolay sat beside Maydan,
holding her limp hand and pressing a cloth soaked in cold water againgt her head. The rest of usraided
Maydan's supplies for bandages to wrap the smaller wounds. "We need to get to aheder,” Zhanna
muttered as | wrapped her arm. "Both for the rest of us, and for poor Maydan.”

Janiya came by as| was dragging water back to camp for rice—dragging, because athough I'd escaped
seriousinjury, | redized as| bent to fill the pot that I'd pulled some musclesrather badly in my back and

could hardly lift anything. "Has anyone seen Kara?" | asked, since Janiya had gone to see about rounding
up the horses.

"She's made her way back, as have all our other horses. We seem to have kept most of the bandits
horses aswell, and their dogs. I'm not sure where their camp is, though, and the rest of their livestock."

"Thedjinn couldvetold us" | said gpologetically.

She shrugged. "Y ou did the right thing." | saw the glimmer of a blue bead in her hand, though she
hesitated.

| glared at her. "Keep the damn thing. | know perfectly well they're usaless. That there's no set number of
beads we have to earn to win the privilege of joining the Alashi.”

Janiya smiled and tucked the bead away. "Yes," she said. "And | think you're ready to be one of us now.
Tamar, too, of course—I've thought she was ready for sometime. There will be a ceremony, when we
rgjoin the rest of the Alashi. Which will be soon. We're going to go back to our clan for hedling and rest,
and welll bejoining the other clans and sword sisterhoods and brotherhoods not long after that.”

"So | won't have to choose between killing mysalf and being sold back into davery,” | said. | tried to
speak lightly, but Janiya heard the bitter edge and gave me aquick look.

"Y ou only heard half of that story,” she said.
lld.]?l

"Yes. That was Ruan." She paused for amoment to let that sink in. " She chose suicide—so she passed.
That, findly, isthe only test that really matters. If you'd rather be dead than adave, you belong with us."

Ruan and Jolay dug Saken's grave near the stream, where the ground was relatively soft. They dressed
her in her vest, then lay her body on a square of white felt. Jolay held up each of the vests Saken had
embroidered in summers past, then folded it and dipped it under her head: the one with the beautiful
horse, the one with the vines and flowers, the one of crisscrossed lines that formed shapes but no



pictures. Jolay drew her dagger, and placed it gently in Saken'sright hand; Ruan dipped a thumb-ring
over Saken'sthumb and curled her cold hand around asingle arrow.

One by one, each of the sisters stepped forward to tuck something in with Saken's body—a waterskin, a
wrist guard, asmal piece of carved karenite, a brilliant blue feather. Janiya dipped the broken spell-chain
over Saken's head, whispering something no one could hear. When it was my turn, | felt briefly at a
loss—therewas so little | carried that | felt was mine. Then | dipped the thong of seven blue beads from
around my head, and laid it beside Saken. Tamar did the same.

A skin of kumisswas passed around; | took a swallow and managed to hide my grimace. Ruan knelt
beside Saken and tipped alittle of the kumissinto her mouth, then tucked the skin in beside her. Ruan
and Jolay wrapped the white felt over and around her, tucking in the ends, and tied it so that it held her
body and al the giftsfrom her ssters. Then they lowered the body into the grave and covered it with dirt.
Those of uswhole enough to carry them brought rocks and covered the grave with acairn of stones.

We mounted our horses the next day. Maydan hovered on the edge of consciousness, occasiondly
opening her eyes but not responding to usin any coherent way. Ruan and Jolay built abed for her using
some of the yurt frame that could be dragged behind ahorse. It would be adow way to travel, but it
couldn't be helped. If we still had the djinn, | thought, then pushed the thought from my mind. We
padded the frame with blankets, then put Maydan on the bed and wrapped her in ablanket, tying her in
place so she wouldn't dip off.

With Maydan being pulled behind us, we had to move very dowly. It would take us daysto reach the
clan at thisrate, so two of the ssters were sent on ahead to tell them what had happened and ask for a
hedler to ride back to meet us. At one point the second day, Janiyafel into step beside me. "What would
you have doneif one of the other sisters had been taken hostage?" | asked. "If you had been the oneto
decide what to do with the spell-chain?*

Janiyawas slent for along time. Findly she said, "1 would have broken the spdll-chain and givenit to
them. I think the men in camp wouldn't know, looking &t it, that it was useless at that point; they would
probably have returned the hostage, unlessthey'd dready killed her."

"That'swhat | should havedone," | said.

Janiyashrugged. "If you'd had timeto it and think it over, maybe. | never would have thought to ask the
djiinn which master it preferred, to gain it asan dly instead of adave. That wasn't awrong decision,
Lauria. It'sjust not what | would have doneif | had been in the camp, and you had been taken hostage.”

It wasimpossible not to blame myself for Saken's death. Aswe plodded dowly across the grasdands, |
thought of al the many things | could have done that might have saved her. | could have ordered the djinn
to circle the camp, snatching Ssters out of danger. | could have ordered it to rip the wegpons of the
bandits out of their hands and drop them into theriver. | could have ordered it to move dl of usto some
remote | ocation—that would have been much safer than having it move the bandits, snce we wouldn't
have been resigting. It was frightening to be swept up by adjinn, but if I'd had it say, "Don't fear, | am
Janiyasdjinn" before picking them up, | didn't think anyone would have ressted. | could have had it
move usto the very camp we were riding toward now, one by one, in aflash. | could have had it grab
the sisters on the ground first, the women who werein the most danger. | could have at least asked the
djinn to spy out the bandits around our camp beforeit got Janiya, so we'd have known exactly what we
were up againgt. 7 should have. If only I'd thought of it at the time ...

Tamar fell into step beside me at some point and reached across the space between our horsesto teke
my hand. "I heard what you said to Janiya," she said. "'l don't think theré's anyone here who thinks you



should have just given the spell-chain to the bandits.”
"What would you have done?" | asked.

"I'd have given it to them," she said without hesitating. "But it would've been a stupid thing to do. The only
thing | was thinking about was getting Janiyaback. | didn't think about how they might have people
surrounding our camp.”

"They might not have attacked usif wed given it to them. After dl, they didn't kill Janiya."
"I think they'd have dtill attacked us," Tamar said.

"They didn't kill Janiya because they didn't know for sure that we wouldn't send the djinn to check on her
well-being before handing over the necklace.

"Theresno way to know."

"| suppose not, but that'swhat | think. Anyway, it doesn't matter. Y ou did what you could to save Janiya,
anddl of us"

"] didwhat | could think of."

"Wadl, what the hell else could you do?1'd have given the spell-chain back because | wouldn't have
thought to usethe djinn.”

"Thank you," | said, but | was holding myself rigid and | knew that Tamar could tdll that | ill felt guilty.

That evening, as we were setting up the yurts and rolling out our blankets, Ruan rolled her blanket out
beside mine. Y ou've got aright to have nightmares, blossom,” she said shortly, when | glanced & her.
"I'll put apillow over my headif | haveto.”

"Don't put yoursdlf out,” | said. | sat back on my own blanket. "What would you have done?"

"Likel said, I don't know how to work aspell-chain. If I'd known—uwell, it's tempting to say that I'd
have been clever enough to come up with some plan that would've kept Saken dive and Maydan unhurt,
but redly, I've had two days to think about it, haven't 1?'Y ou had to come up with aplan standing in the
supply yurt hoping that the bandit didn't walk in to check on you."

| didn't say anything. When | glanced up, Ruan's eyes were soft; 1'd never seen her look quite like that.
She cdlasped my shoulder gently. "Y ou did theright thing, Sster,” she said.

| still lay awake for hoursthat night, thinking of al theways | could have kept Saken and Maydan safe,

The onething | felt no regret for was freeing the djinn. The howl of its exhuberance when I'd smashed the
binding-stone till rang in my earswhen | thought of it. And it kept its promise. It would probably have
gotten a bead for that, if it were trying to join the Alashi, | thought, and smiled.

Saken's death wasn't the first miserable failure of my life, of course. Back when | still worked for Kyraos,
he had sent me to agarrison, ostensibly to carry amessage but redlly to secretly audit the commander's
books. I had warned Kyrosthat it was unlikely 1'd be able to get into the books without the commander
noticing. Everyone knows that smple messages can be carried by a djinn; when a human messenger
arrives, they have an agenda that goes beyond amere message. Kyros agreed with this and sent Myron
with me; he thought the commander would assume the spy was Myron and focus on winning him over
with wine and rich food. It had amost worked, but the commander had stepped back into his office for a



jar of particularly good wine to share with Myron, just minutes after I'd arrived to sit down and go over
the accountslist. | hadn't gotten into trouble, of course; | had aletter from Kyros authorizing me to look
at whatever | wanted. | had looked over the books, with the man glaring at me furioudy long into the
evening. Hewas not lining his pockets with the garrison's money, but he was so shamed and angered at
Kyross suspicions that he deserted afew monthslater. And he'd been caught deserting, and Kyros had
had to execute him. A terrible waste. All because held walked in while | was checking up on him. Of
course, Kyros hadn't blamed me; it had been hisidea, after al.

And that'swhat it boiled down to, aslong as | was following orders from Kyros, what | did was
ultimately Kyross respongbility, not mine. If | spied on an innocent man, if | brought back an escaped
dave, | was merely an extension of the hand of Kyros. Like his djinn, except bound only by my vows
and my desireto please him, rather than spells. Though it was possible that Kyros had used magic on me
at some point, using the link of our shared blood to keep meloyd. Even after he sent me with a man
who raped me.

| haveto tell Janiya, | thought as | dismounted at the end of the day to help set up camp. | can't livea
lie for the rest of my life. Janiya has to know. And Tamar—Tamar has to know, too.

My hands shook as | helped put up the yurt, thinking about it. The only people we kill in cold blood
are bandits, rapists, spies, and traitors. If | were an Alashi spy among the Greeks and | were caught,
the Greeks would show me no mercy. | would be tortured for whatever information | could give
them—and when | waswrung utterly dry, executed in some painful and public way. Of course, if an
Alashi spy switched sides and came clean, | had no doubt that Kyras, for one, would find usesfor him
that did not involve his dow dismemberment.

| wondered how the Alashi killed spies: burned dlive, like the stories said they did with soldierswho
surrendered? Or some other gruesome death? | don't think they'll kill me, | thought. Not when I'm
turning myself in. Of course, they might demand that | return to the Greeks and spy for the
Alashi—ocould | do that? Yes. But back among the Greeks, seeing Kyros every day, what if my loydties
shifted again?

Worse, what if the Alashi Smply turned me out?

Wedll, maybe | could become amerchant or something. Because I'd rather die than serve Kyrosagain. |
clung to Janiyaswords. If you'd rather die than be a slave, you belong with us.

Stll, privacy in our little temporary camp was minima, and | redlized that | could hardly imaginefacing
Janiyaright after confessing to her that I'd originaly come here to betray them. Thistrip would be
interminable enough without that between us. I'll wait until we're back with the clan.

We were camped near the stream but not on it, so | took the animals down to let them drink. | was
stroking Karas neck when | saw ashimmer intheair.

"What do you want?' | said.

"I bring amessage from Kyros," the djinn said. "Lauria, | brought charges againgt Sophos; heisin prison,
and will be executed.”

| laughed out loud. "I don't believeyou,” | said. "The Sisterhood would never agreeto it. He wastheir
tool, just as| was."

The djinn continued its message without pausing: "1 hope you understand how serioudly | take his abuse
of you. My djinn informs me that you and the Alashi are on the move again. Are you moving in toward



thefal gathering, and do you know where that gathering will be held?!

Kyros, you can take a flying leap off the Elpisia |lookout tower , | thought, but Smply clamped my
mouth shut and glared at the djinn.

After amoment, and ashimmering flutter, the djinn said, "'If you had no response, Kyros sent the
following message: 'Lauria, | redlize that you are angry at the Sisterhood right now. Please believe that
your rewards will be beyond your wildest dreams. Y ou will be able to demand Sophos's head on apike
and histesticles as a paperweight, if that'swhat you'd like. A vast house, davesto fan your mother on hot
summer days and pour teafor her in the winter, astable of horses—you'll have whatever you like." "

| kept my mouth shut. The djinn waited, then said, "If you had no response to that, Kyros had another
message. 'Redlize, too, that you are of no useto meif you give me no information. | have not ordered the
djinn to announce your treachery to your bandit queen Janiya, but | could.""

| should have felt terror at thet, but instead | began to laugh. "Djinn, tell methis, just how many messages
did Kyros send for me?"

"He sent onemore." A hesitant flicker, then the djinn added, helpfully, "I think the Sisterhood grows
impatient, and Kyros needs to prove your loyaty, whether you still offer it or not. The last message
concernsyour mother."

Now panic shot through melike an arrow. | felt only the barest sense of betrayal; 1'd accepted now that
Kyroswas no friend of mine. But to thresten my mother —

| need to think of something, I thought, and bit my lip, staring at the djinn. "Wait amoment,” | said. "I'm
thinking of how best to answer Kyross question.” | could lie. Or tell the truth, for that matter, that |
don't know where we're headed or where the gathering will he. Or | could promise to find out and
then confess to Janiya and find out where the Alashi would like Kyrosto think the gathering is. Of
course, Kyroswill have a djinn watching me—I should have thought of that before...

At aloss, onimpulse, | put my hand out to touch the shimmer and spoke the words of banishment:
"Return to the Silent Lands, lost one of your kind, and trouble us no more.”

Thedjinn recoiled briefly from my touch, asif it were staggering away from me, and then it whirled in the
ar withagrange dhriek. "There is a gate—you are a gate—" | fet the djinn glowing like acod aganst
my ches; it is passing through my heart, | thought, and tried to step back. " You have freed me," the
dinnsad, "and | will thank you with this advice: run now." And then it was gone.

Freedit?

The spdl of aspdl-chain was broken if the djinn killed someone while acting on the orders of the holder
of the chain. I'd known that, of course. And the djinn could be freed if you smashed the binding-stone;
I'd known that, in avague way, even before the djinn told me how to freeit. And sometimes the spell
broke after the desth of the sorceress. But this? | had never heard of this—that someone could touch a
bound djinn, speak the words of banishment, and send it back to wherever djinni came from asif it were
unbound. If it came back here, would it be bound again? | wondered.

| desperately wanted to talk to Zhanna about this, but then I'd have to explain why | was consorting with
abound djinn that | desperately wanted to get rid of—and | had to talk to Janiyafirst. So | kept my
slence, even asmy thoughts whirled, the shriek of the djinn echoing in my ears, the burn of it passing
through my heart till trembling in my bones.



Run now. Did the djinn know something | didn't, or wasit snatching one last opportunity to messwith a
human that it didn't much like? Just because Janiya's djinn had been grateful, and helpful, didn't mean that
this djinn would have anything but contempt for me. Evenif | had freedit...

If it was telling the truth, what could it have been talking about? Kyros, | thought. He betrayed me once
by sending me to Sophos—is he planning some new betraya ? Has he aready set it in motion? Maybe he
sent another spy here, someone who planned to get rid of me by accusing me of being a spy. Except,
that didn't make alot of sense; it would be incredibly risky, since I'd been with the Alashi for awhile and
would be believed more readily than some new arrival. If Kyros had sent another spy, it would be
someone | didn't know, even if he or she had been warned to watch for me.

| have to talk to Janiya, | thought, but as| started to signal Karato drop back to let me ride beside
her, | caught afragment of conversation, shouted between Zhanna and Jolay, even though they were well
away fromme. Thereisno privacy on horseback. | bit my lip. I'll talk to her tonight.

Dusk fell, and we made our camp, our yurts close together like animas huddling for warmth. Asthe sun
went down, the air grew cold. | gpproached Janiya; she was chatting with Ruan, who glared up at me as
| cameover. "Yes?' Janiyasad, pleasantly enough.

"l was, was wondering if you had afew minutes. If you could go for awak with me."

Janiyalooked at Ruan, and then at me. Ruan was sillently fuming, and | redized that she, too, wanted to
unburden herself by sharing some secret, some dark corner of her soul, with Janiya. She chose suicide,
so she passed the test. "I'm sorry,” | said, and my voice was alittle shaky. "I didn't mean to interrupt.”

"Can wetak tomorrow?" Janiya asked. Her voice was kind.

"Yes, of course,” | said, and went quickly into my own yurt. | heard Ruan comein later, much later, but it
was S0 late by then, | didn't dare seek out Janiya and demand that she talk to me instead of collapsing
into her own bed.

The hedler from the clan cameriding back the next day, with the Ssters who'd been sent ahead and afew
others. He examined Maydan and said gravely that it was impossible to know when, or whether, she
would recover. "I have seen people with injurieslike this recover completely. And I've seen others wither
and dielike an uprooted plant." He examined the less serious injuries and rebandaged most of them.
Then hetold usto leave Maydan with him and the others who'd ridden back; we could ride on aheed,
sttle into camp with the clan, and recover some of our strength—not to mention our wits. Everyone
hated to leave Maydan, but the wisdom in thiswas clear. Riding at our normal pace, we could be back at
the camp within hours. Still, everyone postponed the separation as much as possible, unpacking and
repacking supplies for Maydan and for Jolay, who would stay behind with her.

Back in Sophoss harem, Tamar had mentioned that Jaran's djinn could sometimestell them whether or
not asick person would recover. | nudged Tamar, as she strapped a pack to her horse, and asked her
about this. "Oh!" sheexclaimed. "I hadn't thought of that."

| had expected that she would want to talk to Zhanna, but Zhannawas busy and distracted, so instead
we withdrew alittle and Tamar sat down and closed her eyes. She opened one eye and muttered, "If |
fal adeep, wake me up," and then settled herself and breathed deeply for afew moments.

Her eyes opened again, and | could see adjinn behind them, feral and frightening. "Will Maydan
recover?' | asked without preamble.

"Y ou should be more polite,” the djinn said. "1 am not achained one." | started to Ssammer something,



but the djinn shrugged me off. "Her soul istill within her body."
"What does that mean, exactly?"

"It meansthat you may hope for her to recover.”

Well. That was better than it could have been. "Thank you."

Thedjinninclined Tamar's head dightly, then vanished aoruptly, leaving Tamar Saring into my eyes. She
didn't collapse the way Jaran had, but she accepted my arm getting up. We went to Jolay, who was
knedling by Maydan's ill body. "We talked to adjinn about Maydan,” Tamar said, awkwardly.
"Sometimes they know if the person will recover.”

Jolay looked at Tamar, her eyeswide and horrified. "What did the djinn say?'
"She said that Maydan's soul istill within her body,” Tamar said. "There's hopefor her.”

Jolay struggled briefly againgt tears, then hid her facein her deeve. "Thank you," she said, her voice
muffled. "I'll kegp hoping, then.”

We pulled out ashort time later, and rode the rest of the way back to the camp as quickly aswe could.
A ragged cheer went up when we saw the smoke from the campfire; another when we saw aflock of
their animas grazing under the eye of awatchful young man, who raised hishand to greet us. As had
happened when we brought Erdene, the clan poured out of their camp to greet us aswe rode up.

We had spent only an evening with them before, and | barely recognized anyone; everyone else tumbled
off their horses to embrace parents, brothers, nieces, and nephews, but | hung back, fegling suddenly
intimidated by the crowd of strangers. | saw Erdene, supported by ayoung man as she stood, pale and
thin, to greet us, but no onedsel knew.

"Lamia?"
A man'svoice: horrified. | scanned the crowd again, and saw him: Alibek.
Kyrossdave, the"little bird.”

"What's she doing here?" Alibek had turned to one of the other men, hisfacetwisted in fear. "What's
she doing here? She'sa spy, she must be! She works for Kyros; she dragged me back to him the first
time| escgped! What's she doing here?'

Run now. This waswhat the djinn knew—this was why the djinn had told meto flee. Alibek was
dressed as an Alashi now; | saw the strand of blue beads at histhroat, and along knife on hisbelt. He
stood, clenching hisfists, and two of the brothers moved in closer to hisside, asif to defend himiif |
launched some sort of mad attack. He was dirty and sunburned, just like me, no longer the soft-handed
harem boy I'd hunted. | wondered if one of the brothers had teased him about his soft hands, the way
Ruan had tormented Tamar.

For one endless moment, | stared into Alibek's green eyes, taking in his hatred and fury. 1'm not that
person anymore, | wanted to scream, but why would he ever believe me?

Therewas nothing | could say. Nothing | could do, except wish that | had told Janiya everything the
night I'd made the decision to tell her why 1'd originaly cometo the Alashi, or whileriding back, even if
everyone had heard every word... They will never believe me now. The best | can hope for is that
they'd kill me. Or sell meinto davery...



| wheeled Kara and we bolted back out onto the steppe.

It'sover.

| had let Karadow to awalk; | didn't think anyone was chasing me, &t least not yet. | felt lost, bereft. |
couldn't return to the Alashi. | wouldn't return to Kyros. It's over. And I'm alone.

What was| going to do?

Wi, | could find some overland merchants like the two who'd stopped by the sisterhood camp, and see
if I could get hired asaguard. Or perhaps| could make my way to Penel opeia—Janiya had mentioned
the guardswomen kept by the Sisterhood of Weavers. Surely they could make use of me. As Kyros
made use of me. Though the Sisterhood had sold Janiyainto davery as punishment for acrime she
hadn't committed. Not people | felt | could trust. Just as well. | trusted Kyros, and see where that got

| found mysdif thinking of Alibek. My little straying bird. Aslonely and frightened as| was, | didn'tu
couldn't—begrudge Alibek hisfreedom. He deserves to be one of the Alashi. As much as Tamar, or
Kuan, or Janiya, and more than me. He had taken his freedom, and when it was taken back from him,
hetook it again. | thought again of that day 1'd hunted him down, and the offer hed made: Come with
me. We'll tell them you were a slave, too. | couldn't quite wish I'd taken him up on that, though, as1'd
never have met Tamar.

Tamar . What if she wastarred by the story Alibek would tell about me? Surely, surely hewould tell
them that he'd never seen her before, and they would piece together the story and redlize what had
happened. And that Tamar was innocent, deserving of their protection.

Unlikeme

| had returned five davesin addition to Alibek to Kyros. And where are they now? Kyros had sold at
least some of them. Onewas adavein amine now. | vaguely remembered hearing where the others had
been sold—oneto alarge farm deep in Penelopeian territory, one to aman somewheredsein Elpisa,
another down to someonein Daphnia. I'd heard rumors, each time, and listened with half an ear, wanting
to know and yet not wanting to know. Kyros must have sold Alibek, or he'd have sent a djinn to
warn me when Alibek escaped. Unless he'd already decided | had turned against him, and didn't
care whether | lived or died. But that's not like him. Even if he knew I'd betrayed him, he'd have
some clever idea about twisting my arm, as he tried to do with that last djinn.

What if they didn't believe that Tamar wasn't lso aspy?

She deserves her freedom. They can't cast her out. What if they hurt her? What if they executed her,
thinking that she wasa spy like me?1 felt sick, staring at the horizon. 1f anyone deserves that, it's me,
not Tamar .

Before | could change my mind, Karaand | headed back to the clan's camp.

| rode back inwith my bow unstrung and my sword tied into its scabbard, to show that | wasn't coming
back to threaten them. Not that | could threaten them without the Greek army at my back, but | thought
the gestures of surrender would make it more likely that 1'd be able to say my piece without someone
killing me. To my surprise, no one so much as chalenged me as | passed the edge of camp, though |



knew someone must have been on watch. | dismounted and led Karatoward the center of camp.

Everyone seemed to be gathered there; as | approached, everyone turned to look at me. | could seethe
sisterhood clustered together on one side of the fire; young men were clustered on the other. The sword
brotherhood, no doubt—Alibek's brothers. As| approached, many of the men laid hands on their bows
or swords, though no one raised his wegpon. The sisters kept their hands at their sides, though | could
see Janiyads hands gripped into fidts.

"Why have you returned?’ the elder asked, breaking the silence.

"I came back to tell you not to blame Tamar,” | said. My voice was rough in my throat. " She was adave,
like Alibek."

"So you do know each other,” the eder said.

"Alibek clamsthat you work for hisformer master,” Janiyasaid. "That you hunted him down, the first
time he escaped, and brought him back. That if you're here, it could only beasaspy.”

| forced mysdlf to meet her gaze; her face was cold and stony, and her eyes were distant. What could |

possibly say that anyone would accept? If only | could talk to Janiya, just to Janiya... | swalowed,

and turned my empty hands up in supplication, or ashrug. "l worked for Kyroswhen | last saw Alibek.
And Kyros sent meto spy. He sent mefirst to the house of hisfriend Sophos, who—who—" my voice
fatered "—aso owned Tamar," | finished, findly. "My escape was prearranged; Tamar's escape was

Tamar stepped forward; sheld been somewhere behind the other sisters. "1 told you I'd scream if you
didn't take me with you. Spoil your escape. But that wouldn't have mattered, would it? And you took me

with you anyway."

| looked at her, my voice steadying alittle as| saw thewarmth in her eyes. "1 don't know what would
have happened. Sophos had aready broken hispromise.” Tamar nodded dightly, and | knew that she
knew what | meant. "He might have had me flogged, saying that it was necessary not to compromise my
disguise. Or he might have had you sent to the mines, to keep you from talking to the other davesin his
household. But anyway, | didn't want to leave you behind.”

"And then you rescued me from the bandits."
| nodded.
"Areyou gill pying on the Alashi?"

"No." | glanced back at Janiya. "I had been drifting for along time—dodging the questions when Kyros
sent adjinn. Just before the bandits attacked us, | decided that | wasn't ever going back to him. | wanted
to stay here"

"Why didn't you tell me?" Janiyawhispered.

"l wasgoing to,” | said. "But then we were attacked, and traveling—there was so much elsegoing on..."
She knows, | thought, looking into her eyes. She knows that thisis what | wanted to tell her last
night.

"What about your old master's djinn?' one of the brothers asked. "Isit here now?"

"No." | glanced around, looking for Zhanna, and spotted her, finaly; shewas avoiding my eyes. "It came



looking for me afew days ago, and I—banished it."
That got Zhanna's attention. "What do you mean, you banished it?"

"| touched it, and used the words of banishment, likein an exorcism. And it went through me. Back to
wherever the djinn come from. | can't redly explainit; | was actualy hoping maybe you could.”

Zhanna sat back, looking thoughtful, but didn't say anything else.

"Anyway, Kyros has a second spell-chain. They gave him two, but | doubt he'll want to risk his second
djinn when he doesn't know what happened to thefirst one.” | looked around at the brothers, the Sisters,
the elder, and the other members of the clan. Even Erdene had made her way out, wan and unsmiling.
"My loydty isto you, not to Kyros. | don't expect you to believe that, which iswhy | ran away. | only
came back because | had to make sure that you weren't assuming that Tamar was as quilty as| was."

Therewas an explosion of conversation. "She hasto die," shouted the head of the brotherhood, Rishad.
"Not Tamar; Alibek has aready said he's never seen her beforein hislife. But Lauria, the daver—shesa
oy, she'sadmitted it herself.”

"Shewas aspy," snapped Ruan. "Was, not is. If she had no loydty to anyone but her master, why would
she come back now?"'

"And confess her crimes?' Zhanna added. " She could have denied everything from the start and accused
Alibek of being aspy—set us againgt each other.”

"Alibek was flogged and branded by Kyros after Lauriabrought him back," Rishad snarled. "A spy
wouldn't carry the scars I've seen.”

"Lauriawas raped by Sophos,” Tamar said. "l saw the blood.”
"Shehastodie!" Rishad ingsted.

"Y ou have no authority over her!" Ruan shouted. "None. How dare you try to pass judgment on her; it's
not even your place!"

"It'sfor meto decide," Janiyasaid. She spoke softly, but as she stepped forward, the camp fell silent,
waiting. "Not the head of the brotherhood, not the elder, not even the ddress of dl the clans. | till hold
the sign of authority—" her hand fell to the horn a her belt "—and her fate isfor meto decide.”

Janiya stepped forward, and her hands were trembling. "1 wish you had told me" she said softly. "And |
believe that you meant to. But you didn't. And so | can't trust what you say now."

"Just promise me that nothing will happen to Tamar.”

"Not unlessthey kill meto get to her,” Janiyasaid, and the corner of her mouth lifted for an ingtant. Then
her face was stony again. "Take off your vest."

| shed the black wool vest I'd embroidered and gave it to Janiya. She dropped it on the ground, then
raised her voice, speaking to me, but for the ears of everyone. ™Y ou would have been welcomed into the
Alashi during the fal gathering, but you are Alashi no longer. Y ou know nothing of consequence and we
will not kill you, but you can't stay with us. Take your horse and go."

"Her horse?' one of the brothers hissed, but Janiya silenced him with aglare.

"Go!" shouted Janiya. "Or we will consider you abandit, an intruder, and treat you accordingly!”



I mounted Kara, and we fled the camp as quickly aswe could.

It wasn't until wewerewd| clear of the encampment that | heard someone shouting to meto wait. |
stopped Kara and turned back; it was Tamar.

"Why areyou following me?' | asked.

"Because I'm coming with you," shesaid.

"What? Why? They weren't going to send you away, Janiyapromised me..."
"No. | choseto leave."

She had |eft her vest, | redlized.

"Youremad," | said.

"I'm your sister,” she said, and held up the hand she'd dashed when we'd sworn blood sisterhood to each
other.

"That doesn't mean you have to follow me out onto the steppe!™

"I didn't come because | had to. | choseto follow you."

| stared at her, perplexed.

"What are you going to do now?' Tamar asked. "Go back to Kyros?!
"I'd rather die"

"So whét, then?"

| was slent for along moment. Then | said, "There were five other daves, other than Alibek, that |
returned to Kyros. None are owned by Kyros now, but asfar as| know they're al till daves. | want to
find them. And | want to freethem.”

"I was hoping you'd have some plan like that,"” Tamar said. "And that'swhy | followed you."
| gaped at her. "Like | said—you're mad."

"No, I'm not. Y ou're going to need someone to help you. | bet you don't know where any of the wells
are, or therivers.”

"Areyou saying that you do?'

"Of course | do. It was something | asked Saken about, to teach me, specificaly. And sometimesthe
djiinn talk to me now; they're dways helpful when it comesto finding weter.”

"Wheréesthe nearest water hole, then?”
"About ahaf milethat way." She pointed. "We can go camp there tonight, if you want.”

"Just because you can help me doesn't mean you should throw away your life with the Alashi. Y ou could
go back now, tell them that you found meto hear my side of the story, and that I'm amiserable traitor
who deservesto die. They'd probably take you back.”



Now shewas silent for amoment. "It has dways annoyed me that the Alashi refuseto free daves,” she
sad. " "Takeyour freedom'—hal Asif it'sthat Smple. Asif | could have taken my freedom when | was
ten. Asif Meruert could take it, pregnant, or with anewborn baby."

"Or Aidan?'

"Sheactslike shelikesto be adave, but if she could, | think sheld rip Sophoss balls off and feed them to
hisdogs." Tamar gave me aleve glare. "l tel you what, Lauria. Y ou clearly need my help, Shceyou
didn't even take advantage of your months with the Alashi to find out more about locating weter. I'll help
you freeyour old enemiesif you'll help mefreemy old friends.

"And well rip off Sophosshbadls, and let Aidan feed them to hisdogs,” | said, beginning to smilefor the
first time snce I'd recognized Alibek.

"| think we may haveto draw straws," Tamar said.
"Wadl," | said. "Did you bring your bow?"

"And food. And weter."

"I wish you'd brought ayurt.”

"Y ou dept outsde haf thetime anyway."
"Winter'scoming."

"Y eah, well definitely have to come up with somewhere ese to deep pretty soon.” Tamar touched the
bags on the back of her saddle. "I'm not going to miss Ruan.”

"Il missZhanna."

"Sheliked you better than sheliked me.”

"Not anymore, | bet."

"Y ou might be surprised.”

"Before you left, Zhanna didn't say anything to you about what | said, about banishing the djinn...."

"No." Shesighed. "And | have no ideahow you did that, either. The only thing | know is, I've heard all
sorts of strange stories about what people can do with djinni—in stories about the Sisterhood of
Weavers. But they keep alot of what they can do a secret. Maybe when we're done freeing daves, we
can ride to Penelopeiaand you can ask someone's advice?'

"Good thought,” | said. "Let'sgo find your water hole."

Tamar turned her horseand | fell into step behind her. 1t's over, | thought, as our horses stretched out to
agdlop. And then | thought, No, it's starting.

And I'm not alone.
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When thewind wasright, | could smdll Elpisafrom our hiding place down in the track of the old river:
greasy smoke and rotting garbage. The Alashi encampments moved frequently and left our—their
—garbage behind. I'd never noticed the smells of Elpisawhen | lived there, but a summer on the steppe
had cleared my nose, and now | wrinkled my face as the wind shifted and wondered how anyone could
gandit.

"Lamia. How dark doesit have to be before we movein?' Tamar asked. Her small frame fit compactly
into the crevice where she douched; she chewed on the corner of aragged fingernail.

"Therearealot of peoplein Elpisawho could recognize me." Kyros, for one. "1 should probably wait
until it'sfully dark. Il go by mysdf; you can wait with the horses."”

"Arent you afraid that you'll get caught?'

"If I do, | can probably talk my way out of it, thistime. But not if | have you with me. And I've never
done anything like this before.”

"How are you going to get into the city?"



"Thereésaspot wherethewall iscrumbled, or used to be, anyway. I'll climb over there."

Thelast time I'd scrambled up the side of the Elpisawall was last spring, when I'd gone in search of
Kyross escaped dave, Alibek. 1'd been looking for evidence left by Alibek in hisflight. I'd tracked
Alibek to hishiding placein theriver gorge where Tamar and | were hiding now, and had pulled him out
and dragged him back to Kyros. It was only last spring, but it felt like ten years ago.

Wéll, | wouldn't need to free Alibek: he had freed himself, run away to the Alashi. And when we came
face-to-face, he'd told them who | was. They're having their fall gathering now, | thought, and
wrenched my mind away before | started thinking about what Zhanna and Janiya and the others might be
doing. Though I had decided to defect to the Alashi and never return to Kyros, | hadn't confessed my
true identity to Janiyabefore it wastoo late. | hadn't told her that Kyros was a boss, not a master; that
he'd sent djinni up to the steppe to talk to me, though I'd dodged their questions more and more asthe
summer had worn on. | hadn't told her that | had come to the Alashi asa spy.

| wasn't sureif there was any way to earn the trust of the Alashi again. But at least thisway | could make
amends to the people | had dragged back to Kyros. Assuming | didn't fail as completely at thistask as|
hed faled at my last.

"What are you going to do if they'vefixed the wal sincelast spring?”
"Find another spot. If thereisn't time tonight, I'll go back tomorrow.”

| still didn't understand why Tamar had thrown her lot in with me. The Alashi weren't angry with her; she
could have stayed with them. But she'd dropped her vest down on top of mine and followed me. Since
that first day, | hadn't been inclined to question her too closely. | wastoo afraid that she'd change her
mind and leave.

| didn't like being done.
"Do you know where to look for—what is her name, anyway? Y ou haven't said.”

"Nika," | said. | didn't redly want to think about her, but Tamar waswaiting silently for meto go on, so
after amoment | did. " She was about fourteen when | brought her back. Y our age. That was over three
years ago. When | caught up with her, | expected her to cry, but she held hersdf asrigid as carved stone.
She didn't say aword the whole way back to Elpisa.”

"Isshestill with Kyros?'

"No, he sold her to afriend in town. She'still in Elpisia, though, or she was a couple of months ago. |
thought she would be agood oneto freefirgt, because | don't think Kyros knows what happened with
meyet. If | run into someone | know, or screw this up some other way, | can try telling Kyros | wason
my way back to him after Alibek exposed me. | may not be ableto pull that off in afew months—if the
other escapes go well." | wondered again why Tamar had thought coming with mewasagood idea. "'l
know where the household is, but | don't know how I'm going to find Nika."

"What if she's been sold sincelast spring?”
"Then | won't find her.”

| dipped out of our hiding place and started for Elpisiaat dusk, and it was quite late when | reached the
wall. Sure enough, no one had fixed it since last spring; | found handholds easily, and scrambled over the
crumbling spot. | hoped Nikawould be able to manage the climb. The wall was guarded by soldiersfrom
the garrison, but I'd been climbing over the Elpisawall since childhood; avoiding the patrols Kyros had



set waseasy. | had arock in my boot, so | pulled it off and shook it out, and then pulled up the hood of
my cloak to obscure my face as much as| could.

The streets were dark and quiet thistime of night, but afew people were il out. | walked briskly rather
than keeping to the shadows, acting like | wastrying to hide would only attract attention. Nika's owner
lived quite close to Kyras, not far from the city gate. | took aroundabout route, trying to stay asfar from
Kyrosshouse as| could.

It was acold night. | kept my head down so that the wind wouldn't blow my hood back, and kept my
eyeson the hard dirt under my feet. Being back in Elpisalike this—hiding, snesking through the
sreets—felt more foreign to me than my memories of my first dayswith the Alashi. But a the sametime,
| could have found my way through its streets blindfolded. It's strange, so strange, to be back. To be
back like this.

| wondered if my mother was gtill awake, and if shewas, if Kyroswaswith her. Kyrossdjinn had
implied, initslast message, that Kyros might thresten my mother to coerce me. My first ingtinct, when |
decided to return to Elpisia, had been to warn her. But then what? | had nowhere to take her and no way
to take care of her. She certainly wouldn't be any safer with me and Tamar. Far fromit. Besides, if she
knew anything about what | was doing, she would fedl obligated to keep it a secret to protect me—and
that could endanger her if Kyros believed that she was somehow in league with me.

No. | couldn't visit my mother.
Just aswdll, redlly. If | did vigt her, wed just end up fighting again.

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

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

Right. Thefirst step isto get inside. You were Kyros's most resourceful servant—can't you figure
out a way to do that?

The windows had asill; maybe | could climb onto the roof from there, and then go over that and into the
courtyard. | took off my cloak and mittens and stuffed them into my bag; the wind chose that moment to
send a gust whipping through the street that |eft me aching and numb. Before | could change my mind, |
climbed onto the windowsill. It was awkward and when | shifted | knocked up againgt the shutter.
Anyoneinsde would have heard that, and | froze for amoment, ready to leap off and run for it if | heard
movement insgde. But dl stayed quiet. If anyone had heard me, they must have thought it was the wind.

Now that | was close enough to make atry for the roof, | realized that it was agood arm's length out of
my reach. If I'd brought Tamar, | could have boosted her up onto the roofubut she didn't have the
strength or weight to pull me up after her, so I'd have needed both Tamar and arope. And a lot more
certainty that we could avoid being seen. Risking my own neck is one thing. Risking Tamar'sis
another matter entirely. With freezing fingers, | ft for handholdsin the stone and mortar of the house.
And found one. Maybe | could swing myself up and launch mysdlf onto theroof ...

| came nowhere near my goal, but managed to make awonderful crashing sound as| kicked loose afew



tilesthat shattered on the street below. | landed on the tiles and managed to bite back a stream of oaths
as the shutters banged open.

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

| held my breath, making myself as smdl as possible. | wasright in the open, if they poked their heads
out to look for what had made the noise, they'd see me.

"It didn't sound like abird."
"All right, if youinsst, I'll send one of the men to seewhat it was."

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

With thetip of my finger, | eased the window open a crack and peered in. It wasthe kitchen, and there
were two women gtill there, both Danibeki. If | offered to free them in exchange for their help, would
they legp at the opportunity, or scream to alarm the whole house? Tamar would love to shepherd an
entire household'sworth of daves up to the reluctant Alashi, but the practicalities of that were more than
alittle daunting to me. Besides, even if Tamar wereright that there were no daveswho liked being
daves, that didn't mean they'd dl be willing to flee to the Alashi. Many believed that the Alashi sacrificed
humansto Arachne and Prometheus.

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

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

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

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

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

Wéll, at least now | knew where Nikawas. | pressed my ear against the shutter and listened to the
conversation. They were up early, not late, baking bread for the morning; the conversation was
household gossip, nothing useful or interesting. There were three women working, al daves. Listening to
the chatter and knowing that one of them was Nika, | wasfairly certain | knew which voice was hers.
She had alow, dightly breathy voice that was easy to pick ouit.

| could just knock on the window...

Instead, | put my cloak and mittens back on and waited. There's no hurry, | told mysdf. | can go back
to Tamar, talk about what to do, and try again tomorrow. That's probably the best plan right
now, take this slowly.



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

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

The shutter opened so abruptly that it almost knocked me off the windowslll. Nika stared at me,
white-faced and startled. "Who are you? What do you want?'

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

"Who are you?"

"I'm hereto free you, what does it matter who | am?"

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

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

The other women could return at any moment. | spoke rapidly. "Fine. I'll be back tomorrow night. Figure
out away to get yoursaf and Meainaout thiswindow, and I'll take both of you." | jumped down to et
her swing the shutter closed, and ran back for the city wall. I'd stayed too long; the sun would be up well
before | got back to our hiding place by theriver.

Tamar'sface fell when she saw mereturning alone. "What happened?' she asked.

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

Morning came, cool and damp. In afew more weeks, thirst would no longer be the worst danger on the
steppe; instead we'd need to worry about freezing to death. There was abit of water in the mud at the
bottom of the gorge, and we were able to water the horses and drink oursalves. If anyone saw us, they
didnt investigate.

| spent the day brooding about Nika and Melaina. She hadn't recognized me, and that was arelief, but a
great dedl could ill go wrong. | might be ableto talk my own way out of trouble, but could | talk Nikas
way out? What would Nikas owner do to her if she were caught running awvay again? What if he
punished her by separating her from her daughter?

I'll tell them it was necessary to accomplish my mission. That after Alibek identified me, | thought
that freeing a slave and bringing her to the steppe would give me a shot at winning back their
trust. That | chose Nika because | knew she was in Elpisia, and because | knew she'd run once
before, so she might be willing to do it again. | didn't contact Kyros because | was afraid that
their Shaman might be keeping an eye on me through the djinn—they don't have spell-chains but
sometimes the djinni will do favors for the Alashi shamans. And | have no idea what happened to
the djinn that Kyros sent to talk to me, the one that never returned.

Kyros had sent hisdjinn to try to persuade me, or threaten me, into continued service. | had touched the
djinn and banished it like a Shaman would banish a troublesome rogue djinnuand though this djinn should
have been bound to its spell-chain, it had returned somehow to its own world. Gate, it had hissed. I'd
never had the chance to talk to Zhannaabout this. There were alot of things| wished | could talk about



with Zhanna. ..

| wrenched my thoughts back to my task. If they catch us, I'll tell Kyros that he should let me and
Nika and Melaina go again. He'll want to know what story I'll tell Nika to explain all this. I'll say
that I'll tell her that | have a confederate in town who freed me, and that we killed the guards to
get to her. | don't think she'll ask too many questions.

| thought | could convince Kyrosthat | wastelling the truth. He liked me. He trusted me. Just as1'd once
liked and trusted him.

And if he doesn't, | can turn his own weapon on him: Father, | am your own blood; if you want me
to trust you, you have to trust me. | wondered if Melainawas dso Kyross child. My hdf-sigter.

Tamar wanted meto talk about the aborted rescue, so | told the story. ™Y ou should have brought me
aong," shesad. "Y ou could have gotten me up on the roof."

"And then what?'

"I could have gone down and talked to Nika."

"Y ou wouldn't have known what she looked like."

"I could have figured it out. Y ou figured out where she was by eavesdropping.”
"It doesn't matter, thisworked."

"Y ou should bring me aong tonight.”

"Someone needs to wait with the horses."

We napped for awhile, though | was too tense to deep well. Once the sun went down, we walked back
to Elpisia, leading the horses; it was too dark to ride. When we reached the wall, | 1eft Tamar with the
horses and climbed back over.

Again, the streets were dark and mostly empty. | found a hidden spot to wait near the window and sat
down. | couldn't hear the voices of the people in the kitchen here, and | was tempted to move closer, but
| stayed where | was. I'd told Nikawhat to do; | had to trust her to take care of her part.

Then again, if shedidn't, how obligated should | fed to free her? If | made agood faith effort and failed,
how many timesdid | haveto try again? For Nika, I'll have to try again. She wantsiit. If she doesn't
manage tonight, it's because something kept her . But what about the others? What if the man who'd
wept so bitterly now balked at the risk? How many times did honor demand that | return if someone was
indecigve?

I'll burn that bridge when | come to it.

The window was opening. | moved over to it just intimeto seeapair of soldiers rounding the corner.
Damniit to hell. | pushed the window shut again, hoping that Nikawould get the message, and shrank
back into the shadows; the soldiers continued past without stopping. My heart beat in my chest likea
smith's hammer. | waited for afew momentsto be sure that they weren't coming back. Then | started to
knock on the window, but redlized that | could hear the murmur of voices again. And damn again. Well,
at least the soldiers hadn't walked past as | was helping Nikaand her daughter climb out the window. |
walted, clenching my teeth and knotting my handsinto fists.



The window opened a crack, then swung wide. "Here," Nika said, and swung asmall body out the
window. | took thelittle girl in my arms. She was surprisingly heavy. Nikaclimbed out after her. Witha
day'swarning, she'd aso found away to have cloaksfor both her and the child. "We'd better run, they'll
be back in minutes," she said. Shetook Meainaback and swung her up against her shoulder.

Weran. Prometheus and Arachne, keep us from running into those soldiers again. Mdanaclung to
her mother, not complaining, and we madeit to thewall without incident. | scrambled up first, took
Melainaand gave Nikaahand up; then | jumped down, she lowered Meanato my arms, and dropped
down after me. "Thereare horses," | said, and we found our way to Tamar.

"Youdidit," Tamar hissed, her eyeswide. We helped Nika up onto Tamar's horse, and handed Mdana
up to her; weld lead the horses until it was light enough for the horsesto see well.

"We got them out. We till need to get away. The Greeks have horses, t0o."
"They sent only one person after me when | ran before,” Nikasaid.
"If she comes after usagain, well kick her ass" | said.

Nikasucked in her breath and looked down at me from her seat on Tamar's horse. She hadn't looked at
me closaly before: the light had been poor, we'd been in ahurry. Now she really looked a me, full inthe
face, for thefirst time, and | saw fear in her eyes.

Tamar reached up and clasped her hand. "Trust us," she said. Nikalooked down at her, and Tamar's
hand tightened on hers. "If that person—the person who came after you before—if she turns up, we will
kick her ass."

Nikatightened her arms around Melaina and nodded once.

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

We pushed the horses hard; the closest well Tamar knew how to get to was on the Helladia side of the
hills. Weld be easy to track, on horses, though if Myron were doing the tracking he would utterly
disregard the possihility that the dave could be escaping on horseback. "What did you tell the other
daves?' | asked Nika

"Nothing. Well, | told them that Melaina had hit her head and needed to be close to me tonight, that's
how | brought her with meto the kitchen. | made her alittle bed with the cloaks, that's how | made sure
we had them. And | made sure to forget something so someone would haveto go to the pantry.”

"Twice" | said, thinking of the soldiers untimely arriva.
"| forgot acouple of things, just in case.”
"Why didn't you ever climb out that window before?' Tamar asked.

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

Last spring I'd crossed these hillsin awagon, posing as anew dave of Sophos. Therewas aroad that



went over the hills, and | briefly considered taking it. We had a substantial head start and no one, even
brighter sparks than Myron, would expect that arunaway dave would be on horseback. But my ingtincts
balked at traveling so openly. Besides, the road was cut into the hillswith a gentle dope, to alow horses
to pull awagon. Without awagon, we could smply head straight over for most of the way. Even leading
our horses over the steepest spots, it would still be faster. Besides, the road led to Helladia, and | wanted
to give Tamar's old home awide berth.

We reached Tamar'swell a dusk; like the other Alashi wells1'd seen, it was marked with acairn of
rocks. Wetook turns hauling up water for our horses, then for oursalves. The night was cold, and we
dept huddled together. Even knowing that Tamar was on watch, | kept rousing, certain that someone
was about to catch up with us. | wound up waking up everyone well before dawn so that we could start
again asquickly aspossble.

"Evenif they follow our trail, we're far enough out that it would be too risky for them to come after us,”
Tamar said. "They're afraid of the bandits and afraid of the Alashi. It's not worth it, not for two daves.”
She glanced at Nika and lowered her voice. "Think about it. How stubborn was your old master? How
hard would he search?”’

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

"Did he ever usethe djinn to search?’

"No. Bound djinni aren't very good at finding people who are making any attempt to hide. If you just tel
them to look, they only look in the open. If you tell them to look everywhere, they waste their time
checking every mouse-sized crevice until you get fed up and call them back to you. No on€'s ever come
up with away to get adjinn to searchin asensble way."

"But Kyrosfound you with hisdjinn..."

"He had a pretty good idea of whereto look. He had the djinn find the Alashi camp, and then wait until it
saw me. Now the he doesn't know where to look, it won't be that easy.”

"So what will he do?"

| bit my lip. | hadn't really wanted to think about this. "It'sabig world,” | said. "Hell haveto tell the djinn
tolook everywhere. It could teke aredly long time."

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

"When | was bringing Alibek back to Kyros, he told me that after his Sister escaped, Kyrostook Alibek
for his harem instead, then sent a djinn up to the steppesto tell Alibek’'s sster what he did. And that was
just out of pique. Hell never giveup onfinding me. Ever."

It was light enough to ride now, so we mounted and moved out. We stopped to rest afew hours|ater,
and Tamar said, "Do you think we met Alibek's sster? | mean, do you think maybe Ruan is Alibek's
sgter? It would explain some things, don't you think?"

"Y eah, but Ruan didn't act like she recognized Alibek." Also, she defended me when Alibek said | was
a spy. "It was probably someone else, but who knows. Y ou want to go back and ask?'

"NO_"



A few more days of riding brought us close to where the Alashi would be having their fal gathering. We
moved in close enough to see the smoke from some of their campfires and then stopped, helping Nika
and Meainadown from the horses.

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

"But | didn't get away," Nikasaid. "What if they don't accept me?"
"They will," Tamar sad. "Anyway, you can't say with usforever."

"They'll cal you ablossom and make you pass teststioh, don't worry. They'll haze you but they'll accept
you. Good luck."

"Wait," Nikasaid, and took my hand. "I thought | recognized you, that first night. But | wasright to trust
you. Whoever you used to be, today you are not the person | thought you were. When | reach the
Alashi, who should | say helped me?’

Saying my own name, my red name, felt likeit would be argection of her forgiveness. But | wanted
Janiya, a least, to know who'd doneit. "Tdl them it was two women, one named Tamar, the other
named Xanthe." Xanthe, the name of Janiya's lost daughter. Janiya had told me oncethat | reminded her
of Xanthe. Shewould know it was me,

"Thank you," Nikasaid again, took Meaina's hand, and turned towards the smoke from thefires.

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

"It was you, wasnt it?"
| turned, and saw Zhannastanding in front of one of the yurts.
"It wasyou, wasnt it?' she asked again. "Y ou sent us Nika."

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

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw movement, but when | turned, it wasn't Zhanna—it wasaman riding
towards me on ahorse. Kyros. | wrenched mysalf avake with astart and stared up at the starry night
sky, listening to Tamar's bregth beside me. Zhanna had told me that with practice, shamans could
sometimes communicate with each other through dreams—was this a dream like that? Was she trying to
talk to me? And if so, what was Kyros doing in my dream? He was no Shaman.

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

"We need some sort of disguise,” Tamar said, startling me. "Some way that we can move around through
placeslike Elpisawithout anyone getting suspicious.”

"No disguiseisgoing to get usinto Sophoss household unrecognized. Y ou lived there for years, and
evenif | wereaonel think someone would recognize me."



"Yeah." Tamar sghed. "Maybe we should do one of the othersfirst. Y ou know, for practice. When we
go to Sophosss, | want to do it right. | want to get everyone out of there, even Boradai if she wantsto

go."
"All right," | said.
"But now..." She sghed. "Maybe we could pretend we were merchants?’

I'd thought about that aready. "Merchants have stuff to sall. We could tell them that we'd been merchants
but had been raided by bandits and barely got away with our lives. But if werre going to free dl the
people we want to free, we need to come up with some way to pay for food and shelter. Winter's
coming. We have no yurt. Were running out of food.”

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

"l don't want to sall them."

"l don't either.”

| poked through my packs. They contained what 1'd had with me when I'd been banished: some
waterskins, some food, ablanket, aknife. My sword, the one I'd stolen from the bandits last spring. Fint
and iron. Women in the sword-sisterhoods dl carried basic surviva materidswith them in case they got
separated from the group—lucky for me, or I'd have died the first day. Nothing valuable, though.
Nothing | could sell. And no money.

There was something lumpy at the bottom of one of my packs, though. | dug out the lumps and examined
them in the dawn light. Karenite, two thumbnail-sized pieces of it; they raitled against each other inthe
pam of my hand. How did this get here? | remembered after afew minutes of thought. Janiya had given
us achunk, and then Tamar and | had found another piece when we failed thefirst test to join the Alashi.
Wed found karenite, asingtructed, but the real test had been whether we'd have the sense to provision
oursalves before going out to look. Janiya had refused to take it when we returned, and in my
embarrassment, I'd tossed both piecesinto my pack and forgotten about them, until now.

"Canwe sl that?' Tamar asked.
"Probably,” | said, looking it over. "1 don't honestly know how much well get for it, though.”
"Do the Greeks even, you know, like it?It's pretty, but it's not really agemstone.”

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

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

"Exactly,” | said. "But the Greeks don't go up hunting for it because of the Alashi, and the Alashi don't sl
it to the Greeks. That'swhy I'm not really surewhat it'sworth.” | scratched an itch. "My mother lives
upstairs from a gem-cuitter, so | know what he'd spend to buy an uncut ruby or sapphire or onyx, and
what held sall them for after cutting them. But he never touched karenite. I'd never seenitin raw form
before coming up to the steppe.”



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

"It'sthe sorceresses who want it."

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

"Arethere daves you need to free down in Daphnia?’
"Y es. One man was sold to someone down there."

"Well, let's go there next, then."



