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Intheland of Gujaareh it was said that trouble came by twos. Four bands of color marked the face of
the Dreaming Moon; the grest river split into four tributaries; there were four harvestsin ayear; four
humours coursed theinner rivers of living flesh. By contrast, two of anything in nature meant inevitable
conflict: galionsinaherd, lionsin apride. Shlings. The sexes.

Gatherer Cet'stwin troubles came in the form of two women. Thefirst was afarmcaste woman who had
been injured by an angry bull-ox; half her brains had been dashed out benesth its hooves. The Sharers,
who could work miracles with the Goddess healing magic, had given up on her. "We can grow her a
new head," said one of the Sharer-eldersto Cet, "but we cannot put the memories of her lifetime back in
it. Best to claim her dreamblood for others, and send her soul where her mind has dready gone.”

But when Cet arrived in the Hall of Blessingsto see to the woman, he confronted a scene of utter chaos.
Three squalling children struggled in the arms of a Sentindl, hampering him ashetried to assist his
brethren. Nearer by, ayoung man fought to get past two of the Sharers, trying to reach athird
Templeman — whom, clearly, he blamed for the woman's condition. "Y ou didn't even try!" he shouted,
the words bardly intdlligible through his sobs. "How can my wifeliveif you won't even try?'

He elbowed one of the Sharersin the chest and nearly got free, but the other flung himself on the
distraught husband's back then, half dragging him to the floor. Still the man fought with manic fury, murder
in hiseyes. None of them noticed Cet until Cet stepped in front of the young man and raised hisjungissa
stone.

Startled, the young man stopped struggling, his atention caught by the stone. It had been carved into the
likeness of adragonfly; its gleaming black wings blurred as Cet tapped the stone hard with histhumbnail.
The resulting sharp whine cut across the cacophony filling the Hall until even the children stopped
weeping to look for the source of the noise. As peace returned, Cet willed the ston€e's vibration to soften
to alow, gentle hum. The man sagged astension drained out of hisbody, until he hung limp in the two
Sharers arms.

"Y ou know sheisdready dead,” Cet said to the young man. "Y ou know this must be done.”

The young man's face tightened in anguish. "No. She breathes. Her heart beats." He durred the words as
if drunk. "No."

"Denying it makes no difference. The pattern of her soul has been lost. If shewere hedled, you would
haveto raise her dl over again, like one of your children. To make her your wife then would be an
abomination.”

The man began to weep again, quietly thistime. But he no longer fought, and when Cet moved around
him to approach hiswife, he uttered alittle moan and looked away.

Cet knelt beside the cot where the woman lay, and put his fore and middle fingers on her closed eydlids.
She was dready adrift in the realms between waking and dream; there was no need to use hisjungissato
put her to deep. He followed her into the silent dark and examined her soul, searching for any signs of
hope. But the woman's soul wasindeed like that of an infant, soft and devoid of al but the most smpligtic
desiresand emotions. The merest press of Cet's will was enough to send her toward the land of dreams,
where she would doubtless dissolve into the substance of that realm — or perhaps she would eventudly
be reborn, to walk the realm of waking anew and regain the experiences she had lost.



Either way, her fate was not for Cet to decide. Having delivered her soul safely, he severed the tether
that had bound her to the waking realm, and collected the ddlicate dreamblood that spilled forth.

The weeping that greeted Cet upon his return to waking was of adifferent order from before. Turning,
Cet saw with satisfaction that the farmcaste man stood with his children now, holding them asthey
watched the woman'sflesh breethe itslast. They were still distraught, but the violent madness was gone;
inits placewasthe sort of grief that expressed itsdlf through love and would, eventudly, bring hedling.

"That was nicely done," said alow voice beside him, and Cet looked up to see the Temple Superior.
Belatedly he redlized the Superior had been the target of the distraught husband's wrath. Cet had been so
focused on the family that he had not noticed.

"Y ou gave them peace without dreamblood,” the Superior continued. "Truly, Gatherer Cet, our Goddess
favorsyou.”

Cet got to hisfeet, Sghing asthe languor of the Gathering faded dowly within him. "The Hall has <till been
profaned,” he said. He looked up at the great shining statue of the Goddess of Dreams, who towered
over them with hands outstretched in welcome and eyes shut in the Eterna Dream. "'V oices have been
raised and violence done, right here a Her feet.”

"S-Superior?' A boy appeared at the Superior's shoulder, too young to be an acolyte. One of the
Temple's adoptees from the House of Children, probably working a duty-shift as an errand runner. "Are
you hurt at al? | saw that man..."

The Superior smiled down at him. "No, child; I'm fine, thank you. Go back to the House before your
Teacher missesyou.”

Looking relieved, the boy departed. The Superior sighed, watching him leave. "Some chaosisto be
expected at timeslikethis. The heart israrely peaceful.” He gave Cet afaint smile. "Though, of course,
you would not know that, Gatherer."

"I remember the time before | took my oath.”
"Not the same."

Cet shrugged, gazing at the mourning family. "I have the peace and order of Templelife to comfort me
now. Itisenough.”

The Superior looked at him oddly for amoment, then sighed. "Well, I'm afraid | must ask you to leave
that comfort for atime, Cet. Will you come with meto my office? | have ameatter that requiresthe
attention of a Gatherer — one with your unique skill at bestowing peace.”

And thus did Cet's second hardship fal upon him.

The quartet that stood in the Superior's office were upriver folk. Cet could seethat in their dingy clothing
and utter lack of makeup or jewdry; not even the poorest city dweller kept themsalves so plain. And no
city dweller went unsandaled on the brick-paved streets, which grew painfully hot a midday. Y et the
woman who stood at the group's head had the proud carriage of one used to the respect and obedience
of others, finery or no finery. The three men al but cowered behind her asthe Superior and Cet entered
the room.

"Cet, thisisMehepi," said the Superior, gesturing to the woman. " She and her companionsarefrom a



mining village some waysto the south, in the foothills that border the Empty Thousand. Mehepi, | bring
you Cet, one of the Temple's Gatherers.”

Mehepi's eyeswidened in away that would have amused Cet, had he been capable of amusement.
Clearly she had expected something more of Gujaareh's famed Gatherers, someonetaler, perhaps. But
she recovered quickly and gave him arespectful bow. "I greet you in peace, Gatherer,” she said, "though
| bring unpesceful tidings.”

Cet inclined hishead. "Tidings of—" But hetrailed off, surprised, as his eyes caught adight movementin
the afternoon shadows of the room. Some ways apart from Mehepi and the others, ayounger woman
knelt on a cushion. She was s0 still — it was her breathing Cet had noticed — that Cet made no wonder
he had overlooked her, though now it seemed absurd that he had. Weslthy men had commissioned
sculptures with lipsless lush, bones less graceful; sugared currants were not as temptingly black as her
skin. Though the other upriver folk were staring at Cet, her eyesremained downcast, her body unmoving
beneath the faded-indigo drape of her gown. Indigo: the mourning color. Mehepi wore it too.

"What isthis?' Cet asked, nodding toward the younger woman.

Was there unease in Mehepi's eyes? Defensiveness, cartainly. "We weretold the Temple offersitsaid
only to those who follow the ways of the Dream Goddess," she said. "We have no money to tithe,
Gatherer, and none of us has offered dreams or goodsin the past year..."

All a once Cet understood. ™Y ou brought her as payment.”

"No, not payment—" But even without the hint of astammer in Mehepi'svoice, theliewasplainin her
manner.

"Explain, then." Cet spoke more sharply than was, perhaps, strictly peaceful. "Why does she Sit gpart
from the rest of you?'

The villagerslooked at one another. But before any of them could spesk, the young woman said,
"Because | am cursed, Gatherer."

The Temple Superior frowned. "Cursed? s that some upriver superstition?”

Cet had thought the younger woman broken in spirit, to judge by her motionlessness and fixed gaze at the
floor. But now she lifted her eyes, and Cet redlized that whatever was wrong with her, she was not
broken. There was despair in her, strong enough to taste, but something more aswell.

"l was alapis merchant'swife," she said. "When hedied, | wastaken by the village headman asa
secondwife. Now the headman is deed, and they blame me."

"Sheisbarren!" said one of the mae villagers. " Two husbands and no children yet? And Mehepi here,
gheisthefirswife—"

"All of my children had been stillborn,” said Mehepi, touching her belly asif remembering the fed of them
insde her. That much wastruth, aswas her pain; some of Cet'sirritation with her eased. "That was why
my husband took another wife. Then my last child was born dive. The whole village rgjoiced! But the
next morning, the child stopped breathing. A few days later the brigands came.” Her facetightened in
anger. "They killed my husband while she dept beside him. And they had their way with her, but even
despite that thereis no child." Mehepi shook her head. "For so much degth to follow one woman, and life
itsdlf to shun her? How can it be anything but acurse? That iswhy..." She darted alook at Cet, then
drew hersdf up. "That iswhy we thought you might find value in her, Gatherer. Degth isyour business."



"Degth isnot a Gatherer's business," Cet said. Did the woman redlize how greetly she had insulted him
and dl hisbrethren? For thefirst timein avery long while, he felt anger stir in hisheart. " Peace isour
business. Sharersdo that by hedling the flesh. Gatherers dedl with the soul, judging those which are too
corrupt or damaged to be savaged and granting them the Goddess blessng—"

"If you had learned your catechisms better you would understand that,” the Superior interjected
smoothly. He threw Cet amild look, doubtlessto remind Cet that they could not expect better of
ignorant country folk. "And you would have known there was no need for payment. In asituation like
this, when the peace of many isunder threat, it isthe Temples duty to offer aid.”

The men looked abashed; Mehepi'sjaw tightened at the scolding. With asigh, the Superior glanced
down at some notes he'd taken on areedleaf sheet. " So, Cet; these brigands she mentioned are the
problem. For the past three turns of the greater moon, their village and others along the Empty Thousand
have suffered a curious series of attacks. Everyonein the village falls adegp — even the men on guard
duty. When they wake, their val uables are gone. Food stores, livestock, the few stones of worth they
gather from their mine; their children have been taken too, no doubt sold to those desert tribes who traffic
in daves. Some of the women and youths have been abused, as you heard. And afew, such asthevillage
headman and the guards, were dain outright, perhaps to soften the village's defenses for later. No one
wakes during these assaults.”

Cet inhded, dl hisanger forgotten. "A deep spell? But only the Temple uses narcomancy.”

"Impossible to say," the Superior said. "But given the nature of these attacks, it seems clear we must help.
Magic isfought best with magic." He looked at Cet as he spoke.

Cet nodded, suppressing the urge to sigh. It would have been within hisrightsto suggest that one of his
other Gatherer-brethren — perhaps Liyou, the youngest — handle the matter instead. But after dl his
talk of peace and righteous duty, that would have been hypocritica. And...in spite of himself, hisgaze
drifted back to the younger woman. She had lowered her eyes once more, her handsfolded in her lap.
Therewas nothing peaceful in her fillness

"Wewill need asoul-heder,” Cet said softly. "Thereis more to this than abuse of magic.”

The Superior Sighed. "A Sigter, then. I'll write the summonsto their Matriarch.” The Ssterswerean
offshoot branch of the faith, coexisting with the Servants of Hananjain an uneasy parallel. Cet knew the
Superior had never liked them.

Cet gave him arueful smile. "Everything for Her peace.” He had never liked them ether.

They set out that afternoon: the five villagers, two of the Templeéswarrior Sentinels, Cet, and a Sister of
the Goddess. The Sigter, who arrived unescorted at the river docksjust asthey were ready to push off,
was worse than even Cet had expected — tall and commanding, clad in the pale gold robes and veils
that Sgnified high rank in their order. That meant this Sister had mastered the most difficult techniques of
erotic dreaming, with its attendant power to affect the pirit and the subtler processes of flesh. A
formidable creature. But the greatest problem in Cet's eyes was that the Sister was male.

"Did the messenger not explain the Stuation?' Cet asked the Sigter at the first opportunity. He kept his
tone light. They rodein a canopied barge more than large enough to hold their entire party and the
pole-crew besides. It was not large enough to accommodateill fedings between himself and the Sigter.

The Sgter, who had given his name as Ginnem, stretched out aong the bench he had claimed for himself.



"Gatherers, so tactful "

Cet resisted the urge to grind histeeth. "Y ou cannot deny that adifferent Sister — afemae Sister —
would have been better-suited to ded with this matter.”

"Perhgps," Ginnem replied, with asmile that said he thought no one better-suited than himself. "But look."
He glanced acrossthe aide at the villagers, who had occuped a different corner of the barge. Thethree
men sat together on a bench across from the firstwife. Three benches back, the young woman sat done.

"That one has suffered at the hands of both men and women,” Ginnem said. "Do you think my sex makes
any differenceto her?"

"Shewas raped by men," Cet said.

"And sheis being destroyed by awoman. That firstwife wants her dead, can you not see?' Ginnem
shook hishead, jingling tiny bellswoven into each of hisbraids. "If not for the need to involve the Temple
in the brigand matter, no doubt the firstwife would've found some quiet way to do her in dready. And
why do you imagine only awoman could know of rgpe?"

Cet garted. "Forgiveme. | did not redize—"
"It waslong ago." Ginnem shrugged his broad shoulders. "When | wasasoldier; another life"

Cet's surprise must have shown on hisface, for amoment later Ginnem laughed. "Yes, | wasborn
military caste,”" he said. "1 earned high rank before | felt the calling to the Sisterhood. And | still keep up
some of my old habits." He lifted one flowing deeve to reved aknife-sheath strapped around his
forearm, then flicked it back so quickly that no one but Cet noticed. " So you see, there is more than one
reason the Sisterhood sent me.”

Cet nodded dowly, il trying and failing to form aclear opinion of Ginnem. Mae Sigerswererare; he
wondered if dl of them werethis strange. "Then we are four fighters and not three. Good."

"Oh, don't count me," Ginnem said. "My soldier days are over; | fight only when necessary now. And |
expect I'll have my hands full with other duties.” He glanced a the young woman again, sobering.
"'Someone should talk to her."

And heturned hiskohl-lined eyesto Cet.

Night had fallen, humid and thick, by the time Cet went to the woman. Her companions were aready
abed, motionless on pallets the crew had laid on deck. One of the Sentinels was ad eep; the other stood
at the prow with the ship's watchman.

Thewoman il sat on her bench. Cet watched her for atime, wondering if the |apping water and steadily
passing palm trees had lulled her to deep, but then she lifted ahand to brush away a persistent moth.
Throwing aglance a Ginnem — who was snoring faintly on his bench — Cet rose and went to St across
from the woman. Her eyeswerelost in some waking dream until he sat down, but they sharpened very
quickly.

"What isyour name?" he asked.

"Namsut." Her voice was low and warm, touched with some southlands accent.



"l am Cet," hereplied.

"Gatherer Cet."

"Doesmy titletrouble you?'

She shook her head. "Y ou bring comfort to those who suffer. That takes akind heart."

Surprised, Cet smiled. "Few even among the Goddesss most devout followers see anything other than
the desth | bring. Fewer Hill have ever called mekind for it. Thank you.”

She shook her head, looking into the passing water. "No one who has known suffering would think ill of
you, Gatherer."

Widowed twice, raped, shunned. He tried to imagine her pain and could not. That inability troubled him,
al of asudden.

"1 will find the brigandswho hurt you," he said, to cover hisdiscomfort. "I will seethat their corruptionis
excised from theworld.”

To hissurprise, her eyeswent hard asiron though she kept her voice soft. "They did nothing to me that
two husbands had not aready done,” she said. "And wife-brokers before that, and my father's creditors
before that. Will you hunt down al of them?' She shook her heed. "Kill the brigands, but not for me.”

Thiswas not at dl the response that Cet had expected. So confused was he that he blurted the first
question that cameto hismind. "What shall | do for you, then?"

Namsut's smile threw him even further. It was not bitter, that smile, but neither wasit gentle. It wasa
smile of anger, heredized at last. Pure, politely restrained, tooth-grinding rage.

"Givemeachild," shesad.

In the morning, Cet spoke of the woman's request to Ginnem.

"In the upriver towns, the heeadman's wiferulesif the headman dies," Cet explained asthey broke their
fast. "That istradition, according to Namsut. But avillage head must prove him or herself favored by the
gods, to rule. Namsut saysfertility is one method of proof."

Ginnem frowned, chewing thoughtfully on adate. A group of women on the passing shore were doing
laundry & theriverside, snging arhythmic song while they worked. "That explainsagreet ded,” hesaid
at last. "Mehepi has proven hersdf at least able to conceive, but after so many dead children the village
must be wondering if shetoo is cursed. And since having a priest for alover might aso connote the gods
favor, | know now why Mehepi has been eying me with such speculation.”

Cet darted, feding his cheeks heat. ™Y ou think she wants—" He took a date to cover his discomfort.
"Fromyou?'

Ginnem grinned. "And why not? Am | not fine?' He made ashow of tossing hishair, setting al thetiny
bellsatinkle.

"Y ou know full well what | mean," Cet said, glancing about in embarassment. Some of the other
passengers looked their way at the sound of Ginnem's hair-bells, but no one was close enough to
overhear.



"Yes, and it saddens me to see how much it troubles you,” Ginnem said, abruptly serious. "Sex, Gatherer
Cet. That isthe word you cannot bring yoursdlf to say, isn't it?" When Cet said nothing, Ginnem made an
annoyed sound. "Wdll, | will not let you avoid it, however much you and your stiffnecked Servant
brethren disapprove. | am a Sister of the Goddess. | use narcomancy — and yes, my body when
necessary — to hed those wounded spiritsthat can be hedled. It isno less holy atask than what you do
for those who cannot be healed, Gatherer, save that my petitioners do not die when I'm done!”

Hewasright. Cet bent at thewais, his eyes downcagt, to Sgna his contrition. The gesture seemed to
moallify Ginnem, who sSghed.

"And no, Mehepi has not approached me," Ginnem said, "though she's hardly had time, with three such
devoted attendants..." Abruptly he caught his breath. "Ahh— yes, now | understand. | first thought this
was asmple matter of apowerful senior wife plotting againgt aweaker secondwife. But more than that
— thisisarace. Whichever woman produces a hedthy child first will rule the village."

Cet frowned, glancing over a the young woman again. She had findly alowed hersdlf to deep, leaning
againg one of the canopy-pillars and drawing her feet up onto the bench. Only in deep was her face
peaceful, Cet noticed. It made her even more beautiful, though held hardly imagined that possible.

"The contest is uneven,” he said. He glanced over at the headwoman Mehepi — acting headwoman, he
redlized now, by virtue solely of her seniority. Shewas still adeep on one of the palets, comfortable
between two of her men. "Three loversto none."

"Yes" Ginnem'slip curled. "That curse business was a handy bit of cleverness on Mehepi's part. No man
will touch the secondwife for fear of sharing the curse.”

"It ssemswrong," Cet said softly, gazing a Namsut. "That she should have to endure yet another man's
lugt to survive."

"You grew up inthecity, didn't you?' When Cet nodded, Ginnem said, "Y es, | thought so. My
birth-village was closer to the city, and surely more fortunate than these peopl€e's, but some customs are
the same in every backwater. Children are wedlth out here, you see — another miner, another strong
back on the farm, another eye to watch for enemies. A woman is honored for the children she produces,
and so she should be. But make no mistake, Gatherer: this contest isfor power. The secondwife could
leave that village. She could have asked asylum of your Temple Superior. She returnsto the village by
choice

Cet frowned, mulling over that interpretation for amoment. It did not fed right.

"My father was ahorse-trader,” he said. Ginnem raised an eyebrow at the apparent non-sequitur; Cet
gave him afaint shrug of apology. "Not avery good one. Hetook poor care of hisanimals, trying to
queeze every drop of profit from ther hides."

Even after so many yearsit shamed Cet to spesk of hisfather, for anyone who listened could guess what
his childhood had been like. A man so neglectful of hislivelihood was unlikely to be particularly careful of
hisheirs. He saw thisredization dawn on Ginnem'sface, but to Cet'srelief Ginnem merely nodded for
Cet to continue.

"Once, my father sold ahorse— asickly, half-starved creature — to a man so known for his cruelty that
no other trader in the city would serve him. But before the man could saddle the horse, it gave a great
neigh and leapt into the river. 1t could have swum back to shore, but that would have meant recapture.
So it swam in the opposite direction, deeper into the river, where finally the current carried it away."



Ginnem gave Cet askeptica look. "Y ou think the secondwife wants the villageto kill her?!

Cet shook his head. "The horse was not dead. When last | saw it, it was sSwimming with the current, its
head above the water, facing whatever fate awaited it downriver. Most likely it drowned or was eaten by
predators. But what if it survived the journey, and even now runsfree over some faraway pasture?
Would that not be areward worth so much risk?"

"Ah. All or nothing; win a better life or dietrying." Ginnem's eyes narrowed as he gazed contemplatively
at Cet. "Y ou understand the secondwife well, | see”

Cet drew back, abruptly unnerved by the way Ginnem was looking at him. "I respect her."
"Youfind her beautiful?'
Hesad it with as much dignity ashe could: "I am not blind."

Ginnem looked Cet up and down in away that reminded Cet uncomfortably of hisfather's customers.
"Y ou arefine enough,” Ginnem said, with more than ahint of |asciviousnessin histone. "Handsome,
hedlthy, intelligent. A tad short, but thet's no greet matter if she does not mind asmall child—"

"'A Gatherer belongswholly to the Goddess," Cet said, leaning close so that the disapproval in hisvoice
would not be heard by the others. "That isthe oath | swore when | chose this path. The celibacy —

"Comes second to your primary mission, Gatherer,” Ginnem said in an equally stern voice. "It isthe duty
of any priest of the Goddess of Dreams to bring peace. There are two ways we might create peacein
thisvillage, once weve dedt with the brigands. Oneisto let Mehepi goad the villagefolk into killing or
exiling the secondwife. The other isto give the secondwife a chance to control her own lifefor thefirst
time. Which do you choose?"

"There are other choices,” Cet muttered, uneasily. "There must be."

Ginnem shrugged. "If she has any tdent for dreaming, she could join my order. But | see no sign of the
cdlinginher.”

"You could il suggestitto her."

"Mmm." Ginnem's tone was noncommittal. He turned to gaze a Namsut. "That horse you spoke of . If
you could have helped it on itsway, would you have? Even if that earned you the wrath of the horse's
owner and your father?"

Cet flinched back, too startled and flustered to speak. Ginnem's eyes did back to him.
"How did the horse bresk free, Cet?'
Cet st hisjaw. "1 should rest while | can. Therest of the journey will belong.”

"Dreamwell," Ginnem said. Cet turned away and lay down, but he felt Ginnem's eyes on him for along
while afterward.

When Cet dept, he dreamt of Namsuit.

Theland of dreamswas asinfinite as the mind of the Goddess who contained it. Though every soul
traveled there during deep, it was rare for two to meet. Most often, the people encountered in dreams



were phantoms — conjurations of the dreamer's own mind, no more redl than the pam treesand placid
oasiswhich manifested around Cet's dreamform now. But red or not, there sat Namsut on a boulder
overlooking the water, her indigo vells wafting in the hot desert wind.

"l wish | could beyou," she said, not turning from the water. Her voice was awhisper; her mouth never
moved. "So strong, so serene, the kind-hearted killer. Do your victimsfedl what you fed ?*

"Y ou do not desire or require death,” Cet said.

"True. I'm afool for it, but | want to live." Her image blurred for amoment, superimposed by that of a
long-legged girlchild with the same despairing, angry eyes. "1 was nine when aman first took me. My
parents were s0 angry, so ashamed. | made them fedl helpless. | should have died then.”

"No," Cet said quietly. "Others sinsare no fault of yours."

"I know that." Abruptly something large and dark turned alazy loop under the water — amanifestation
of her anger, since oases did not have fish. But like her anger, the monster never broke the surface. Cet
found thisat once fascinating and disturbing.

"Themagic that | use," he said. "Do you know how it works?"

"Dreamichor from nonsense-dreams,” she said. ""Dreamseed from wet dreams, dreambile from
nightmares, dreamblood from the last dream before death. The four humours of the soul.”

He nodded. "Dreamblood iswhat Gatherers collect. It has the power to erase pain and quiet emotions.”
He stepped closer then, though he did not touch her. "If your heart is pained, | can share dreamblood
with you now."

She shook her head. "1 do not want my pain erased. It makes me strong.” She turned to ook up at him.
"Will you give me achild, Gatherer?'

He sighed, and the sky overhead seemed to dim. "It isnot our way. The Sigter...dreamseed ishis
speciaty. Perhaps..."

"Ginnem does not have your kind eyes. Nor do your Sentinel brethren. Y ou, Gatherer Cet. If | must bear
achild, I want yours."

Clouds began to race across the desert sky, some as tormented abstractions, some forming blatantly
erotic shapes. Cet closed his eyes againgt the shiver that moved aong hisspine. "It isnot our way," he
said again, but there was awaver in hisvoice that he could not quite concedl.

He heard the smilein her voice just as keenly. "These are your magic-quieted emotions, Gatherer? They
seem loud enough.”

He forced his mind away from thoughts of her, lest they disturb hisinner peace any further. What was
wrong with him? By sheer will he dtilled the unrest in his heart, and gratifyingly the sky was clear again
when he opened hiseyes.

"Forgiveme," he murmured.

"I will not. It comforts meto know that you are still capable of feding. Y ou should not hideit; people
would fear Gathererslessif they knew." She looked thoughtful. "Why do you hideit?"

Cet sghed. "Even the Goddess magic cannot quiet a Gatherer's emotions forever. After many years, the



fedingsinevitably bresk free— and they are very powerful then. Sometimes dangerous.” He shifted,
uncomfortable on many levels. "Asyou said, we frighten people enough asit is"

She nodded, then abruptly rose and turned to him. "There are no other choices,” shesad. "I have no
desireto serve the Goddess as a Sister. Thereisnone of Her peace in my heart, and there may never be.
But | mean to live, Gatherer — truly live, as more than aman's plaything or awoman's scapegoat. |
want thisfor my children aswell. So | ask you again: will you help me?"

She was a phantom. Cet knew that now, for she could not have known of his conversation with Ginnem
otherwise. Hewastaking to himself, or to some aspect of the Goddess cometo reflect hisown folly
back at him. Y et hefelt compelled to answer. "'l cannot.”

The dreamscape transformed, becoming theinside of aroom. A gauze-draped low bed, wide enough for
two, lay behind Namsut.

Sheglanced at it, then at him. "But you want to.”

That afternoon they disembarked at alarge trading-town. There Cet used Temple fundsto purchase
horses and suppliesfor therest of thetrip. The village, said Mehepi, was on the far sde of the foothills,
beyond the verdant floodplain that made up the richest part of Gujaareh. 1t would take at |least another
day'stravel to get there.

They set out as soon as the horses were loaded, making good time along an irrigation road which ran flat
through miles of barley, hekeh, and silvercapefidds. As sunset approached they entered the low, arid
foothills, Gujaareh's last line of defense againgt the ever-encroaching desert beyond. Here Cet caled a
hat. The villagerswere nervous, for the hillswere the brigands territory, but with night's chill aready
setting in and the horses weary, there wasllittle choice. The Sentinels split the watch while the rest of them
tended their mounts and made an uneasy camp.

Cet had only just settled near alarge boulder when he saw Ginnem crouched beside Namsut's pallet.
Ginnem's hands were under her blanket, moving over her midsection in some dow rhythmic dance.
Namasut's face had turned away from Cet, but he heard her gasp clearly enough, and saw Ginnem's smiile.

Rage blotted out thought. For severa breaths Cet was paralyzed by it, torn between shock, confusion,
and amad desire to walk across camp and beat Ginnem bloody.

But then Ginnem frowned and glanced hisway, and the anger shattered.

Goddess... Shivering with more than the night's chill, Cet lifted his eyesto the great multihued face of the
Dreaming Moon. What had that been? Now that the madness had passed, he could taste magic in theair:
the ddlicate salt-and-metal of dreamseed. Ginnem had been healing the girl, nothing more. But even if
Ginnem had been pleasuring her, what did it matter? Cet was a Gatherer. He had pledged himself to a
goddess, and goddesses did not share.

A few moments|later he heard footsteps and felt someone settle beside him. "Areyou dl right, Gatherer
Cet?' Ginnem.

Cet closed his eyes. The Moon's afterimage burned againgt his eyelidsin tilted stripes: red for blood,
white for seed, yellow for ichor, black for bile.

"l do not know," he whispered.



"Well." Ginnem kept hisvoice light, but Cet heard the serious note underneath it. "I know jealousy when |
senseit, and shock and horror too. Dreamseed is more fragile than the other humours; your rage tore my
gpell like arock through spidersilk.”

Horrified, Cet looked from him to Namsut. "I'm sorry. | did not mean — isshe—"

"Sheisundamaged, Gatherer. | was done by the time you wanted to throttle me. What concerns me
moreisthat you wanted to throttle me at al.” He glanced sidelong at Cet.

"Something is...wrong with me." But Cet dared not say what that might be. Had it been happening dll
along? He thought back and remembered his anger at Mehepi, the layers of unease that Namsut stirred in
him. Y es. Those had been the warnings.

Not yet, he prayed to Her. Not yet. It istoo soon.

Ginnem nodded and fdll sllent for awhile. Findly he said, very softly, "If | could give Namsut what she
wants, | would. But though those parts of me il function in the smplest sense, | have dready lost the
ability to father achild. Intime, I will only give pleasure through dreams.”

Cet started. The Sisters were a secretive lot — as were Cet's own fallow Servants, of course — but he
had never known what price they paid for their magic. Then he redized Ginnem's confession had been an
offering. Trudt for trust.

"It... beginsdowly with us," Cet admitted, forcing out the words. It was a Gatherer's greatest secret, and
greatest shame. "Firgt surging emotions, then dreaming awake, and finaly we— welose dl peace, and
go mad. Thereisno cure, once the process begins. If it has begun for me..." Hetrailed off. It wastoo
much, on top of everything else. He could not bear the thought. He was not ready.

Ginnem put ahand on his shoulder in slent compassion. When Cet said nothing more, Ginnem got to his
feet. "l will helpdl | can.”

This made Cet frown. Ginnem chuckled and shook hisbdled head. "l am aheder, Gatherer, whatever
you might think of my bedroom habits— "

He paused suddenly, hissmilefading. A breeth later Cet felt it too: an intense, sudden desire to deep.
With it came the thin, unmistakable whine of ajungissa stone, wafting through the camp like a poisoned
breeze.

One of the Sentinels cried an darm. Cet scrambled to hisfeet, fumbling for his ornaments. Ginnem
dropped to hisknees and began chanting something, his hands held outward asif pushing against some
invisbleforce. The Sentinels had gone back to back in the shadow of aboulder, working some kind of
complicated dance with their knivesto aid their concentration against the spell. Mehepi and one of the
men were already adeep; as Cet looked around for the source of the spell, the other two men fdll to the
ground. Namsut made a sound like pain and stumbled toward Cet and Ginnem. Her eyes were heavy
and dull, Cet saw, her legs shaking asif she walked under agreat weight, but she was awake. She fought
the magic with an dmost visble determination.

Hefdt fear and longing as he gazed & her, aleviathan rising beneath the formerly-placid waters of his
soul.

S0 he snatched forth his own jungissaand struck it with afingernail. 1ts deeper, clearer song rang across
the hills, cutting across the atond waver of the narcomancer's stone. Folding hiswill around the shape of
the vibrations, Cet closed his eyes and flung forth the only possible counter to the narcomancer's



deep-pell: one of hisown.

The Sentinels dropped, their knives clattering on the rocky soil. Namsut moaned and collgpsed, adark
blur among the Moonlit stones. Ginnem caught his breeth. "Cet, what...are you..." Then he, too, sagged.

There was a clatter of stonesfrom anearby hill as the narcomancer's jungissa-song fatered. Cet caught a
glimpse of savera dark forms moving among the stones there, some dragging otherswho had fallen, and
abruptly the narcomancer's jungissa began to fade as with distance. They were running away.

Cet kept hisjungissa humming until the last of the terrible urge to deep had passed. Then he sagged onto
asaddle and thanked the Goddess, over and over again.

"A jungissa," Cet said. "No doubt.”

It was morning. The group sat around afire esting travel-food and drinking bitter, strong coffee, for none
of them had dept well once Cet awakened them from the spell.

The villagers|ooked at each other and shook their heads at Cet's statement, uncomprehending. The
Sentinelslooked grim. "I suspected as much,” Ginnem said with asigh. "Nothing € se hasthat sound.”

For the villagers, Cet plucked his own jungissa stone from the belt of hisloinskirt and held it out for them
to see. It sat in hishand, a ddicately-carved dragonfly in polished blue-black. He tapped it with his
thumbnail, and they al winced asit shivered and sent forth its characteristic whine.

"Thejungissaitsdf has no power," Cet said to reassure them. He willed the stone silent; it went ingtantly
gill. "It amplifies magic only for those who have been trained in narcomantic techniques. Thisjungissais
the child of astone which fdl from the sky many centuries ago. There are only fifteen other ornaments
likeitinal theworld. Three have cracked or broken over time. One was given to the House of the
Sgers, oneisusad by the Templefor training and healing purposes; but only | and my three
brother-Gatherers carry and use the stones on aregular basis. The remainder of the stones are kept in
the Temple vault under guard." He sighed. "And yet, somehow, these brigands have one."

Ginnem frowned. "l saw the Sisters queen-bee stonein our House just before | eft for thisjourney.
Could someone have stolen a stone from the Temple?”

One of the Sentinds drew himself up at that, scowling in affront. "No one could get past my brothersand
meto do s0."

"Y ou said these stones fall from the sky?* asked Namsut. She looked thoughtful. " There was sun's seed
in the sky afew months ago, on the night of the Ze-kaari celebration. | saw many streaks crossthe stars;
there was anew Maoon that night. Most faded to nothing, but one came very near, and therewaslight in
thehillswhereit fell."

"Another jungissa?" It was almost too astounding and horrible to contemplate — another of the Goddess
gifts, lying unhalowed in apit somewhere and pawed over by ruffians? Cet shuddered. "But even if they
found such athing, the rough stone itself would be useless. It must be carved to produce a sound. And it
takes years of training to use that sound.”

"What difference does any of that make?" Ginnem asked, scowling. "They have one and they've used it.
We mugt capture them and tekeit."

Military thinking; Cet dmost smiled. But he nodded agreement.



"How did you see sun's seed?' Mehepi demanded suddenly of Namsut. " Our husband had you with him
that night — or so | believed 'til now. Did you dip out to meet some other lover?'

Namsut smiled another of her polite, angry smiles. | often went outsde after anight with him. Thefresh
ar sttled my ssomach.”

Mehepi caught her breath in affront, then spat on the ground at Namsut's feet. "' Nightmare-spawned
demonessl Why our hushand married awoman o full of hate and death, | will never understand!™

Ginnem threw astern look at Mehepi. "Y our behavior is offensve to our Goddess, headwoman.”

Mehepi looked sullen for amoment, but then mumbled an apology. No hint of anger showed on
Namasut's face as sheinclined her head first to Ginnem, then to Mehepi. That done, she rose, brushed off
her gown, and walked away.

But Cet had seen something which made him frown. Nodding to the othersto excuse himsdf, herose
and trotted after her. Though Namsut must have heard him, she kept walking, and only when he caught
her inthelee of the hill did sheturnto face him.

Hetook her hands and turned them over. Across each of the palmswas arow of dark crusted crescents.
"So that was how you fought the spell,” he said.
Namasut's face was as blank asa stone. "l told you, Gatherer. Pain makes me strong.”

He dmost flinched, for that conversation had taken place in dreaming. But within the mind of the
Goddess everything was possible, and desires often caled forth the unexpected.

To encourage that desire was dangerous. Y et the compulsion to brush athumb across her small wounds
wasirresgtible, as was the compulson to do something about them. Namsut's eydids fluttered as Cet
willed her into awaking dream. In it shelooked down to see that her hands were whole. When he
released the dream, she blinked, then looked down. Cet rubbed away the lingering smears of dried blood
with histhumb; the wounds were gone.

"A amplehedingiswithin any Servant'sskill," he said softly. "And it isa Gatherer's duty to fight pain.”

Her lipsthinned. "Yes, | had forgotten. Pain makes me strong, and you will do nothing that actually helps
me. | thank you, Gatherer, but | must wash before we begin the day'stravels.”

She pulled away before he could think of areply, and as he watched her leave he wondered how a
Gatherer could fight pain in himsdlf.

By afternoon the next day they reached their destination. According to Mehepi, the brigands had
attacked the village repeatedly to claim the mined |apis-stones, and the result was devagtation on ascae
that Cet had never seen. They passed an empty standing granary and barefields. Severd of the village's
houses were burned-out shells; the eyes and cheeks of the people they saw were nearly as hollow. Cet
could not imagine why anyone would vieto rule such aplace.

Y et here he saw for thefirst time that not dl the village was arrayed against Namsut. Two young girls
with warm smiles came out to tend her horse when she dismounted. A toothless old man hugged her
tightly, and threw an ugly glare a Mehepi'sback. "That isthe way of thingsin asmal community likethis
one," Ginnem murmured, following Cet's gaze. " Often it takes only adight mgority — or an especidly



hateful minority — to makelife anightmarefor thosein disfavor.”

Here Mehepi took over, leading them to the largest house in the village, built of sun-baked brick likethe
rest, but two stories high. " See to our guests,” she ordered Namsut, and without aword Namsut did as
shewastold. Sheled Cet, Ginnem, and the two Sentindsinto the house.

"Mehepi'sroom,” Namsut said as they passed aroom which bore a handsome wide bed. It had probably
been the headman's before his death. "My room." To no one's surprise her room wasthe smdlest in the
house. But to Cet's shock he saw that her bed was low and gauze-draped — the same bed hed seeniin
hisdream.

A true-seeing: adream of the future sent by the Goddess. He had never been so blessed, or so confused,
inhislife
He distracted himself by concentrating on the matter a hand. " Stay nearby,” hetold the Sentinds asthey

settled into the house's two guest-rooms. "If the brigands attack again, I'll need to be able to wake you."
They nodded, looking sour; neither had forgiven Cet for putting them to deep before.

"And 7" asked Ginnem. "l can creste akind of shield around mysalf and anyone near me. Though |
won't be ableto hold it if you fling adeep spell a my back again.”

"I'll try not to," Cet said. "If my narcomancy is overwhelmed, your shield may be our only protection.”

That evening the villagefolk threw them a feast, though apatry one. One of the eldersdrew out a
battered double-flute, and with a child clapping a menat for rhythm they had wesk, off-key entertainment.
The food was worse: boiled grain porridge, afew vegetables, and roasted horsemeset. Cet had made a
gift of the horsesto Mehepi and her men, and they'd promptly butchered one of them. It waslikely the
first mest the village had seen in months.

"Stopping the brigands will not savethisplace,” Ginnem muttered under his breath. Hewas grimly
chewing hisway through the bland porridge, aswere all of them. To refuse the food would have been an
insult. "They aretoo poor to survive."

"The mine here produceslapis, | heard,” one of the Sentindssaid. "That's valuable.

"Theveinsared| but depleted,” said the other. "I talked to one of the eders awhile this afternoon. They
have not mined good stone here in years. Even the nodes the brigands take are poor quality. With new
tools and more men they might dig deeper, find anew vein, but..." He looked about the room and sighed.

"We must ask the Temple Superior to send aid,” Ginnem said.

Cet said nothing. The Temple had dready given the villagers aphenomena amount of aid just by sending
a Gatherer and two Sentinels; he doubted the Superior would be willing to send more. Morelikely the
village would have to dissolve, its people relocating to other settlementsto survive. Without money or
satusin those places, they would be little better than daves.

Almost againgt hiswill, Cet looked across the feast-table at Namsut, who sat beside Mehepi. She had
eaten little, her eyes wandering from face to face around the table, seemingly astroubled by the sorry
date of her village asthe Templefolk. When her eyesfell on Cet, she frowned in wary puzzlement.
Flustered, Cet looked away.

To find Ginnem watching him with astrange, sober look. "So, not just jedlousy."

Cet lowered hiseyes. "No. No doubt it isthe start of the madness."



"A kind of madness, yes. Maybe just as dangerousin its own way, for you."
"Wheat are you talking about?"
"Love" Ginnem said. "I'd hoped it was only lugt, but clearly you care about her."

Cet set his plate down, his appetite gone. Love? He barely knew Namsut. And yet theimage of her
fighting the deep spdll danced through his mind over and over, arecurring dream that he had no power to
banish. And yet the thought of leaving her to her empty fate filled him with anguish.

Ginnem winced, then Sghed. "Everything for Her peace.”
"What?'

"Nothing." Ginnem did not meet Cet's eyes. "But if you mean to help her, do it tomorrow, or the day
after. That will bethe best time.”

Thewords sent a not-entirely-unpleasant chill along Cet's spine. "Y ou've hedled her?"

" She needed no heding. She'sasfertile asriver soil. | can only assume she hasn't conceived yet because
the Goddess wanted her child fathered by aman of her choosing. A blessing, not acurse.”

Cet looked down at his hands, which trembled in hislap. How could ablessing cause him such turmoil ?
He wanted Namsut; that he could no longer deny. Y et being with her meant violating his oath. He had
never questioned that oath in the sixteen years of his service as a Gatherer. For hisfaithfulness he had
been rewarded with alife of such peace and fulfillment as most people could only imagine. But now that
peace was gone, ground away between the twin inexorabilities of duty and desire.

"What shall | do?" hewhispered. But if the Sister heard him, he made no reply.

And when Cet looked up, ashadow of regret wasin Namsut's eyes.

Ginnem and the Sentinds, who had some ability to protect themsalves against narcomancy, took the
watch, with Ginnem to remain in the house in case of attack. Exhausted from the previous night's battle
and the day'stravels, Cet went to deep in the guestroom as soon as the feast ended. It came as no great
surprise that his hoursin theland of dreamswerefilled with face ess phantoms who taunted him with
angry smilesand inviting caresses. And among them, the cruelest phantom of al: a currant-skinned
girlchild with Cet'skind eyes.

When he woke just as the sky began to lighten with dawn, he missed the sound of the jungissa, so
distracted was he by his own misery. The urge to deep again seemed so naturd, dark and early asit was,
that he did not fight it. Perhapsif he dept again, his dreams would be more peaceful.

"Gatherer!"
Perhapsif hedept again...

A foot kicked Cet hard in hisside. He cried out and rolled to a crouch, disoriented. Ginnem sat nearby,
his hands raised in that defensive gesture again, hisface tight with concentration. Only then did Cet notice
the high, discordant whine of the narcomancer'sjungissa, startlingly loud and nearby.

"Thewindow," Ginnem gritted through histeeth. The narcomancer was right outsde the house.



There was asudden scramble of footsteps outside. The window was too small for egress, so Cet ran
through the house, bursting out of the front door just as a fleet shadow ran past. In that same instant Cet
passed beyond range of Ginnem's protective magic, and stumbled as the urge to deep came down heavy
as stones. Lifting hislegs was like running through mud; he groaned in near pain from the effort. He was
dreaming awake when he reached for his own jungissa. But he was a Gatherer and dreamswere his
domain, so hewilled his dream-self to strike the ornament against the doorsill, and it was hiswaking hand
that obeyed.

The pure reverberation of the dragonfly jungissa cleared the lethargy from hismind, and his own heart
supplied the righteous fury to replaceit. Shaping that fury into alance of vibration and power, Cet sent it
at thefleaing figure's back with al the imperative he could muster. Thefigure sumbled, and in that ingtant
Cet caught hold of the narcomancer's soul.

There was no resistance as Cet dragged him into dream; whatever training the brigands narcomancer
had, it went no further than deep-spdls. So they fell, blurring through the land of dreams until their shared
minds snagged on acommonality. The Temple appeared around them as a skewed, too-large version of
the Hall of Blessings, with amonstrous statue of the Dream Goddess looming over dl. The narcomancer
cried out and fell to hisknees at the sight of the statue, and Cet took the measure of hisenemy at las.

He was surprised to see how young the man was — twenty at the mogt, thin and ragged with hairina
half-matted mix of braids and knots. Even in the dream he stank of months unwashed. But despite the
filth, it was the narcomancer's awe of the statue which reveded the truth.

"You wereraised inthe Temple," Cet said.

The narcomancer crossed hisarms over his breast and bent his head to the statue. "Y es, yes."
"You weretrained?'

"No. But | saw how the magic was done.”

And he had taught himsdlf, just from that? But the rest of the youth's tale was easy enough to guess. The
Temple raised orphans and other promising youngstersin its House of Children. At the age of twelve
those children chose whether to pursue one of the pathsto service, or leave for alife among the laity.
Most of the latter did well, for the Temple found apprenticeships or other vocations for them, but there
were dways afew who suffered from mistakes or misfortune and ended badly.

"Why?' Cet asked. "Y ou were raised to serve peace. How could you turn your back on the Goddess
ways?'

"The brigands," whispered the youth. "They stole me from my farm, used me, beat me. 1, | tried to run
away. They caught me, but not before I'd found the holy stone, taken apiece for mysdlf. They said |
wasn't worthy to be one of them. | showed them, showed them. | showed them | could make the stone
work. | didn't want to hurt anyone but it had been solong! So long. It felt so good to be strong again.”

Cet cupped his hands around the young man'sface. "And look what you have become. Are you proud?”
"...No."
"Where did you find the jungissa?'

The dreamscape blurred in response to the youth's desire. Cet adlowed this, admiring the magic in spite of
himsalf. The boy was no true narcomancer, not haf-trained and half-mad as he was, but what a Gatherer
he could have been! The dream re-formed into an encampment among the hills: the brigands, settled in



for the night, eighteen or twenty snoring lumps that had caused so much suffering. Through the shared
underpinnings of the dream Cet understood at once where to find them. Then the dream flew over the
hillsto arocky basin. On its upper cliff-face was an outcropping shaped like abird of prey'sbesk. Ina
black-burned scar benegth thislay asmal, pitted lump of stone.

"Thank you," Cet said. Taking control of the dream, he carried them from the hillsto a greener
dreamscape. They stood near the delta of agrest river, beyond which lay an endless sea. The sky
stretched overhead in shades of blue, some lapis and some as deep as Namsut's mourning gown. In the
distance asmal town shone like agemstone amid the carpet of green. Cet imagined it full of people who
would wel come the youth when they met him.

"Y our soul will find peace here" Cet said.

The youth stared out over the dreamscape, lifting ahand asif the beauty hurt his eyes. When he looked
at Cet he wasweeping. "Must | die now?"

Cet nodded, and after amoment the youth sighed.
"I never meant to hurt anyone,” hesaid. "I just wanted to be free."

"l understand,” Cet said. "But your freedom came at the cost of others suffering. That is corruption,
unacceptable under the Goddess law.”

The narcomancer bowed his head. "I know. I'm sorry."

Cet smiled and passed a hand over the youth's head. The grime and reek vanished, his appearance
becoming wholesome at |ast. "Then She will welcome your return to the path of peace.”

"Thank you," said the youth.

"Thank Her," Cet replied. He withdrew from the dream then, severing the tether and collecting the
dreamblood. Back in waking, the boy's body released one last breath and went still. As shouts rang out
around the village, Cet knelt beside the body and arranged its limbsfor dignity.

Ginnem and one of the Sentinelsran up. "Isit done?" the Sentinel asked.

"Itis" Cet said. Helifted the jungissastone held taken from the boy's hand. It was a heavy, irregular
lump, its surface jagged and cracked. Amazing the thing had worked at dl.

"And are you wdl?' That was Ginnem. Cet |ooked at the Sister and understood then that the question
had nothing to do with Cet's physical hedlth.

So Cet amiled to let Ginnem seethetruth. "I am very well, Sister Ginnem.”
Ginnem blinked in surprise, but nodded.

More of the villagers arrived. One of them was Namasuit, breathless, with aknifein one hand. Cet
admired her for amoment, then bowed his head to the Goddess will.

"Everything for Her peace" he said.

The Sentindswent into the hills with some of the armed village men, after Cet told them where the
brigands could be found. He dso told the villagefolk where they could find the parent-stone of the



narcomancer'sjungissa.

"A basin marked by abird's beak. | know the place," said Mehepi with afrown. "Well go destroy the
thing."

"No," Namsut said. Mehepi glared at her, but Namsut met her eyes. "We must fetch it back here. That
kind of power isaways vauable to someone, somewhere.”

Cet nodded. "The Temple would indeed pay well for the stone and any pieces of it."

This set the villagers amurmur, their voicesfull of wonder and, for thefirst time since Cet had met them,
hope. He left them to their speculations and returned to the guestroom of the headman's house, where he
settled himsdlf againgt awall and gazed through the window at passing clouds. Presently, as he had
known she would, Namsut cameto find him.

"Thank you," shesad. "Y ou have saved usin more ways than one."
Hegmiled. "l am only Her servant.”

She hesitated and then said, "1...1 should not have asked you for what | did. It seemed a ssimple matter to
me, but | see how it troublesyou.”

He shook his head. "No, you wereright to ask it. | had forgotten: my duty isto aleviate suffering by any
means at my disposal." His oath would have become meaninglessiif he had failed to remember that.
Ginnem had been right to remind him.

It took her amoment to absorb hiswords. She stepped forward, her body tense. "Then you will do it?
Youwill givemeachild?'

He gazed at her for along while, memorizing her face. ™Y ou understand that | cannot stay,” he said. "l
must return to the Temple afterward, and never see the daughter we make.”

"Daugh— " She put ahand to her mouth, then controlled hersdlf. "I understand. The village will care for
me. After dl ther talk of acursethey mugt, or loseface™

Cet nodded and held out a hand to her. Her face wavered for amoment beneath amix of emotions—
sudden doubt, fear, resignation, and hope — and then she crossed the room, took his hand, and sat
down beside him.

"Y ou mugt...show me how," he said, ducking hiseyes. "I have never donethisthing.”

Namsut stared a him, then blessed him with the first genuine, untainted smile he had ever seen on her
face. He smiled back, and in awaking dream saw a horse running, running, over endless green.

"I have never wanted to do thisthing before now," she said, abruptly shy. "But | know theway of it."
And she stood.

Her mourning garments dipped to the floor. Cet fixed his eyes on them, trying not to see the movements
of her body as she stripped off her headcloth and undergarments. When she knelt straddling hislap, he
trembled as he turned his face away, his breath quickening and heart pounding fast. A Gatherer belongs
wholly to the Goddess, that was the oath. He could hardly think as Namsut's hands moved down the
bare skin of his chest, diding towardsthe clasp of hisloinskirt, yet he forced his mind to ponder the
matter. He had aways taken the oath to mean celibacy, but that was foolish, for the Goddess had never
been interested in mere flesh. He loved Namsut and yet hisduty, hiscalling, was il first in his heart.



Was that not the quintessence of a Gatherer's vow?
Then Namsut joined their bodies, and he looked up at her in wonder.

"H-holy," he gasped. She moved again, adow undulation in hislap, and he pressed his head back against
thewall to keep from crying out. "Thisisholy."

Her breath was light and quick on his skin; dimly he understood that she had some pleasure of him as
well. "No," she whispered, cupping his face between her hands. Her lipstouched his; for amoment he
thought he tasted sugared currants before she licked free. "But it will get better.”

It did.

They returned to the Templefive days later, carrying the narcomancer's jungissa as a guarantee of the
villagers good faith. The Superior immediately dispatched scribes and tallymen to verify the condition of
the parent stone and calculate an appropriate price. The payment they brought for the narcomancer's
jungissa done was enough to buy ayear'sfood for the whole village.

Ginnem bid Cet farewell at the gates of the city, where a party of green- and gold-clad women waited to
welcome him home. "Y ou made the hard choice, Gatherer,” he said. "Y ou're stronger than | thought.
May the Goddess grant your child that strength in turn.”

Cet nodded. "And you are wiser than | expected, Sister. | will tell thisto al my brothers, that perhaps
they might respect your kind more.”

Ginnem chuckled. "The gods will walk the earth before that happens!” Then he sobered, the hint of
sadness returning to hiseyes. "Y ou need not do this, Gatherer Cet."

"ThisisHer will," Cet replied, reaching up to grip Ginnem's shoulder. ™Y ou see so much, so clearly; can
you not seethat?"

Ginnem gave adow nod, hisexpression troubled. "1 saw it when | redlized you loved that woman. But..."
"Wewill meet againin dreams” Cet said softly.

Ginnem did not reply, his eyeswelling with tears before he turned sharply away to rejoin his Ssters. Cet
watched in satisfaction as they surrounded Ginnem, forming acomforting wall. They would take good
care of him, Cet knew. It wasthe Sisterhood's gift to hed the soul.

So Cet returned to the Temple, where he knelt before the Superior and made his report — stinting
nothing when it cameto the tale of Namsut. "Sister Ginnem examined her beforeweleft,” hesaid. "Sheis
healthy and should have little trouble delivering the child when the time comes. Thefirswife did not take
the news happily, but the elder council vowed that thefirst child of their reborn village would be cared
for, aong with her mother who so clearly hasthe gods favor.”

"| see," said the Temple Superior, looking troubled. "But your oath...that was a high priceto pay.”
Cet lifted his head and smiled. "My oath is unbroken, Superior. | ill belong whally to Her."

The Superior blinked in surprise, then looked hard at Cet for along moment. "Yes" hesaid at last.
"Forgive me; | seethat now. And yet..."

"Please summon one of my brothers,” Cet said.



The Superior started. "Cet, it may be weeks or months before the madness — "

"But it will come," Cet said. "That isthe price of Her magic; that iswhat it meansto be atrue
narcomancer. | do not begrudge the price, but | would rather face afate of my choosing." The horse was
in hismind again, its head lunging like aracer's againgt the swift river current. Sweet Namsut; he yearned
for the day he would see her again in dreams. "Fetch Gatherer Liyou, Superior. Please.”

The Superior sighed, but bowed his head.

When young Liyou arrived and understood what had to be done, he stared at Cet in shock. But Cet
touched his hand and shared with him amoment of the peace that Namsut had given him, and when it
was done Liyou wept. Afterward Cet lay down ready, and Liyou put hisfingertips over Cet's closed

eyes.

"Cetennem,” Cet said, before deep claimed him for thefinal time. "'l heard it in adream. My daughter's
name shal be Cetennem.”

Then with ajoyful heart, Cet — Gatherer and narcomancer, servant of peace and justice and the
Goddess of Dreams— ran free.



