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can work their spells for good or ill when their
power is invoked in such fantasy adventures
as:

“Geese”—To escape a tyrant’s deadly curse
she took flight only to find that evil must be
fought not fled from. . . .
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“Song of the Dragon”—Did she dare go
beyond magic’s bounds to uncover the master
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had ever been able to solve?

“East of the Dawn”—Trapped in a human
body, could she master her family’s shape-
changing magic by journeying to a land beyond
the Dawn?
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INTRODUCTION

good stories as I could use, and I underwent the

usual last-minute agonizing reappraisals based more
on the inelasticity of the typeface than on the virtues or
lack of same of any single individual story.

Part of this is due to the fact that this is now a known
market, and we no longer get the perfectly godawful sto-
ries. The kiddies who write epics in purple crayon on
brown bags—don’t laugh, I used to get them, the ones
who want to sell me spaceship stories, or the women
with more feminist message than story now know me well
enough to know they had better go elsewhere; and they
have crawled back under their rocks. They know that if
they send me single-spaced three page blank-verse epics
they won’t get anything but a copy of “How to Prepare a
Manuscript,”” and maybe a copy of my *“Advice to Young
Writers.” That’s what it is to create a market, for which
DAW Books can take at least part of the credit. The
conventional wisdom still says short stories don’t sell, but
all these anthologies are still in print and many of them
have been reprinted in England, Germany, and Italy.

So this year, despite many threats to my health—I
spent my sixtieth birthday in the hospital, and I chose
the final line-up from my hospital bed—I received more
good manuscripts than ever. So if your story does not
appear in this lineup it means, not that your story wasn’t

7

This year, as usual, I received about twice as many



8 Marion Zimmer Bradley

good—on the contrary I received stories which, if they
had been sent to me the first year I was doing this, would
have been greeted with what my older son would have
called ‘‘great squeeches of joy,” and printed, but are now
drowned out by too many others. More and more I am
forced to fall back on the inelasticity of typeface as a
reason for rejection.

So how do I choose among what has almost become
an embarrassment of riches? Among other things I look
for old friends; I know that some writers I’ve used before
can be trusted to produce a good story—though one of
the temptations to be guarded against in writing of a
series heroine, or any series, is to keep writing the same
book—or the same story—over and over. When I get
discouraged (as any writer/editor frequently does), I
wonder if that’s what the reading public really wants . . .
the same story over and over again.

But I admit it; I am always glad to receive a story
which I know will be good from one of “my” writers
whom I can trust to produce at least something readable.
But one of the major challenges to any editor is to pro-
duce new writers. Because writers die—and I've just had
a sharp lesson that we’re all mortal. They also get new
and exciting jobs which leave them little or no time or
inclination to write, take up teaching, have new babies,
go on honeymoons or round the world cruises, or sell
novels, leaving them less time for short story writing; and
what’s a poor editor to do? So every day’s new load of
manuscripts is greeted with enthusiasm; I’'m still hoping
to discover something in it which is so good I can’t bear
to part with it. My cousin recently brought me a button
which said ‘“So many books; so little time.” An editor
could almost modify this by saying, “So many manu-
scripts;.so few market slots.”

But the cry will always be send me something I can
print. A lot of what I get is still hopelessly bad; but
my problem is not how much bad stuff I get, but the
embarrassment of riches—at least for this anthology. But
if you could be discouraged by the odds, you wouldn’t
have become a writer. I have a sign over my desk which

=
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reads ‘“Nobody told you not to be a plumber.” I keep
remembering that on bad days; I could always have
become a plumber. Sometimes when I'm hopelessly
entangled in the flood of repetitive spaceship stories and
perfectly run-of-the-mill generic sorceresses, I find myself
thinking wistfully of pipe wrenches.

But it never lasts long. And then I’'m ready for the
next day’s mail—which might have your story in it.

Maybe it will be soniething I can print. Maybe it won’t.
I can only say “try again.” But then, if any of us were
that easily discouraged we wouldn’t be writers, would
we?



MASKS
by Deborah Burros

One of the letters | never get tired of is the letter that
begins something like this; “When | received your accep-
tance, | jumped up and down.” That's because, though
it was a lot longer ago than | like thinking about, | was
also one of those wet-behind-the ears would-be writers,
celebrating a first acceptance—and | still remember what
it felt like.

That, however, does not explain something else. Why
it is that when | give my occupation as “Writer” everyone
asks “Oh, have you ever been published?” | wonder if
they ask a plumber “Oh, have you ever fixed a sink?”
Do they ask a doctor if he has ever taken out an appen-
dix? But a writer is always asked if he’s been published.

Well, | could be wrong; but to me an unpublished
writer isn’t a writer, but only a would-be writer, and it's
publication that separates the would-bes from the actual
ones. Anyhow, Deborah Burros has now joined the com-
pany of actual (as distinguished from potential) writers;
and we hope it's the first of many sales.

This particular story isn't much like what | usually print;
but for some unknown reason it reminded me of the
classic of fantasy, Robert W. Chambers’ “The King in
Yellow.” Don't ask me why; some random association of
ideas, no doubt.

| usually dislike fables; but it seems to me that
“Masks” is a fable, and a very subtle one at that.

Deborah Burros is now working on a Master’s in library

10
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science and has formerly been a copy editor for a phys-
ics journal and a copywriter for a medical publisher; good
jobs, both of them, for a writer. And now she can legiti-
mately add “writer” to her resume. She might anyhow;
now people can take it seriously. | remember back when
| was living in Texas, | gave my occupation once as
“writer” to a city official. “Oh, we don’t count that,” he
said, blithely writing down “housewife.”

“Oh, goody,” | responded. “Does that mean | don't
need to pay any income taxes on it?”

“Oh, you're a published writer?” he asked.

Well, it got straightened out; but from then on, | gave
my occupation as “novelist.” They took that a little more
seriously.

the lady who had just flounced into the shop.

The lady tossed back her perfumed curls and

scarcely glanced at the empty hooks or at the maskmaker

she deigned to address. “‘I shall have something unique—

I saw an early reveler wearing a twin to the mask I was

to wear tonight, and that will never do! Then I saw your
little shop. . . .”

“Let me reiterate: no more masks for sale.” The mask-
maker’s face and voice were politely bland and, with her
ashen hair and gray smock and gloves, she was a drab
figure.

The lady smoothed the sanguine lace of her overdress,
careful not to snag it on her rings. ‘“Nothing insipid: no
rainbow-maned unicorns, no pastel doves.”

This time, the maskmaker responded with silence.

The tapping of one of the lady’s velvet-shod feet punc-
tuated the silence. ‘

Finally: “Very well, so you have sold all your wares
for Midsummer’s Féte. How about your own mask for
tonight? Indeed, a mask from a maskmaker’s private col-
lection must be truly dramatic and unique!”

The maskmaker’s lips twitched once, but her expres-

“ No more masks for sale,” said the maskmaker to
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sion remained otherwise bland along with her voice. “I
do not plan to be here for the festival, though I do have
a mask intended for my use only and not for sale—"

“—but you shall sell it to me. I insist.”

The maskmaker disguised a hiss as a sigh. Then she
slipped into a curtained alcove, paused, clicked metal
against metal, slid something open and then shut, paused
again, and emerged holding a porcelain mask.

The mask was an empress’ face of vulpine cheekbones
and scimitar eyebrows and a delicately sneering mouth,
its porcelain beauty poxed with rubies and blistered with
pearls.

The maskmaker spoke. ““I give you what you need and
send you on your way.”

Plucking the mask from the hands of the maskmaker,
the lady tried it on. “It will do.” She tossed a purse on
the floor.

She was about to remove the mask—the maskmaker
darted forward and shoved her through the doorway.
Out into the city.

But the city’s sky had never been so sulfurous, nor had
there ever been so many smoking chimneys. In the murk,
phosphorescent slime oozed along what should have been
clean gutters; it advanced a pseudopod toward the lady’s
feet, overriding her shock so that she scurried out of
reach—almost into a group of coughing pallbearers. And
there had never been coffins as clear as glass: clear
enough, unfortunately, for her to be able to see the dis-
torted bodies.

She whirled around and ran for the maskmaker’s shop.
There was no such shop; only a cul-de-sac where a man
was peddling ampules of anthrax and ergot.

“No more masks for sale,” said the maskmaker to the
girl who had just edged into the shop.

“Oh, of course not—I’'m sorry—I knew I was too
late.” Her voice sounded relieved instead of disap-
pointed; also, it was muffled by the iridescent scarf she
clutched around her face.

The maskmaker peered at her. “‘Stop. Why do you not

| |
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want a mask? Do you not want to take part in tonight’s
féte?”

“Yes’'m.”

The maskmaker waited.

The girl flushed. “Yes, I do. It’s—it’s afterward, after
I must remove the mask, that I don’t want . . .” She
hesitated, then pushed back the scarf to reveal a face
tracked with birthmarks.

“If only it would not matter when I show my face.”

The maskmaker slipped into the curtained alcove
again, emerging with another mask.

This mask was a leopard’s face made of tawny velvet
with rosettes of black spangles, with its eyes outlined in
emeralds, and with a medley of beads trailing from it by
ribbons of gold.

The maskmaker spoke: ““I give you what you need and
send you on your way.”

The girl reached out a hand to stroke the mask with
her fingertips. The maskmaker nodded encouragement;
the girl tried it on. Dreamily, she fumbled in her pocket
for some coins.

Then, as she was about to remove the mask—the
maskmaker darted forward and nudged her through the
doorway. Out into the city.

But in the city there had never been leopards sunning
themselves on mosaic stoops, nor had there been orchids
festooning the avenue and peacocks promenading beneath
them. The girl brushed against a spray of these orchids,
sending fritillaries into flight.

She turned around to where the maskmaker’s shop
would be. It was not; instead, there was a courtyard where
sculptors carved malachite. They smiled at her. She
removed her mask; they smiled more delightedly and
began to carve her likeness from the ocellated stone.

In the shop, the maskmaker slipped one last time
behind the curtain. She emerged with a valise containing
other special masks.

The maskmaker put her hands to her face and tugged,
peeling her face away to reveal a steel ovoid with crystal-
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line eyes. She tucked the rubbery mask into the valise,
which was bigger on the inside than the outside, and
selected from it her next mask.

It was a dragon’s face with scales of thick amber and
with spikes that were the thin, gold hands from antique
clocks.

The maskmaker put on the mask and stepped through
the doorway.



WINGS OF FIRE
by Mercedes Lackey

As I've probably said before—I| do tend to repeat mysetf
in these introductions, but at least I'm consistent—it's a
great pleasure every time to bring back an old friend or
friends. Mercedes Lackey was introduced in the third of
these volumes, as were her series characters, Tarma
and Kethry, swordswoman and sorceress. Every year |
read—and reject—a couple of dozen writers who write
to me about their “new series.” But that isn't how it's
done. If | know it's a series, all you'll get is a rejection
slip; but if | think the first story is good on its own, I'll
buy a second; and maybe a third or fourth, as with Lack-
ey's Tarma and Kethry, or Diana Paxson’s Shanna, who
has been in all but one of these volumes. But, not con-
tented with that, Mercedes Lackey has written several
other books: three novels about Tarma and Kethrey, six
“Herald” novels, which | like in spite of their having sen-
tient horses as major characters (the charm of horses
somehow escapes me, probably due to my starting out
in life by shoveling stables); and contemporary occult
novels: BURNING WATER, and her newest one, about
a (are you ready for this?) a Japanese vampire.
Mercedes Lackey lives in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Having
lived in the desert belt myself, | can only say it's a good
place to write—there’s not much else to do there, unless
you like football. But the locals might get the idea you're
a Satanist or something because you write about them. |
speak from experience; probably it was because | wasn't

15
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much of a churchgoer, though | did teach choir for a
while in the Methodist church.

insects droned monotonously, hidden down near

the roots or swaying up near the new seed heads.
There was a wind, a hot one, full of the scent of baking
earth, drying grass, and the river nearby. Kethry held a
half-finished basket in her hands, leaned back against a
smooth, cool boulder in the shade of her tent, and
drowsed. Jadrie was playing with the other youngsters
beside the river—Lyan and Laryn were learning to ride,
six-month-old Jadrek was with Tarma and Warrl, who
were watching him and the other babies of Liha’irden,
sensibly sleeping the afternoon heat away. All four of
- the children were safe, safer than at home, with all of
Liha’irden watching out for them.

Kethry felt perfectly justified in stealing a little nap
herself. The basket could wait a bit longer.

Then a child’s scream shattered the peace of the
afternoon.

“Mama!”

Kethry reacted to that cry of fear as quickly as any
mother would—though most mothers wouldn’t have
snatched up a sword and unsheathed it as they jumped
to their feet.

Even so, she was a heartbeat behind Tarma, who was
already running in the direction of Jadrie’s cry, toward
the trees lining the river.

“Mama, hurry!” Jadrie cried again, and Kethry blessed
the Shin’a’in custom of putting women in breeches instead
of skirts. She sprinted like a champion across the space
that the herds had trampled bare as they went to and
from the waterside twice a day.

As she fought through the screening of brush and came
out on the bank under the willows, the first thing she
saw was Jadrie, standing less than a horse-length away.
The girl was as white as the pale river sand, with both

Heat—haze shimmered above the grass stems, and
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hands stuffed in her mouth—she seemed rooted to the
riverbank as she stared down at something.

Kethry sheathed her sword and snatched her daughter
up with such relief washing over her that her knees were
weak. Jadrie buried her face in her mother’s shoulder
and only then burst into tears.

And only then did Kethry look down to the river itself,
to see what had frightened her otherwise ‘fearless child
half out of her wits.

Tarma was already down there, kneeling beside some-
one. A body—but a wreck of one. Shin’a’in, by the color-
ing; a shaman, by what was left of the clothing. Tarma
had gotten him turned onto his back, and his chest was
a livid network of burn lines, as if someone had beaten
him with a whip made of fine, red-hot wires. Kethry had
seen her share of tortured bodies, but this made even
her nauseous. She could only hope that what Jadrie had
seen had been hidden by river water or mud.

Probably not, by the way she’s crying and shaking. My
poor baby—

The man stirred, moaned. Kethry bit back a gasp; the
man was still alive! She couldn’t imagine how anyone
could have lived through that kind of punishment. Tarma
looked up at the bank, and Kethry knew that cold anger,
that look of someone’s going to pay.

And get the child out of here.

Kethry didn’t need urging; she picked Jadrie up and
stumbled back to the camp as fast as she could with the
burden of a six-year-old in her arms.

By now the rest of the Shin’a’in were boiling up out
of the camp like wasps churning from a broken nest;
wasps with stings, for every hand held some kind of
weapon. Kethry waved back at the river and gasped out
something about the Healer—she wasn’t sure what, but
it must have made some kind of sense, for Liha’irden’s
Healer, the man who had nursed Tarma back to reluctant
life so many years ago, put on a burst of speed that left
the rest trailing in his wake.

Kethry slowed her own pace, as the Clansfolk streamed
past her; Jadrie had stopped crying and now only shiv-
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ered in her arms, despite the heat. Kethry held her
closer; Jadrie was both the sunniest and the most sensi-
tive of the children so far. So far she had never seen
anything to indicate that the world was not one enormous
adventure.

Today—she had just learned that adventures can be
dangerous.

Today, she had learned one of life’s hardest lessons;
that the universe is not a friendly place. And Kethry sat
down in the shade of the nearest tent and held her as
she cried for the pain of that lesson. She was still crying
when angry and frightened voices neared, passed the tent
walls, and continued in the direction of the Healer’s tent.

When Jadrie had cried herself to exhaustion, Kethry
put her to bed in the tent she and Tarma shared with
the four children, gathered her courage, and started for
the Healer’s tent herself.

There was no crowd outside the tent, and the gathered
Clansfolk appeared to have dispersed, but the entire
encampment was on the alert now. Though there was no
outward difference, Kethry could feel the tension, as if
a storm sat just below the horizon, out of sight, but not
out of sensing range.

She met Tarma coming out of the tent, and the tight
lines of anger around her partner’s mouth told her every-
thing she needed to know.

“Warrl can guard the children. Do we stay here?”’ she
asked. “Or do we ride?”

Tarma paused for a moment, and in that silence, the
keening wail with which the Shin’a’in mourned their dead
began. Her eyes narrowed, and Kethry saw her jaw
harden.

“We ride,” the Shin’a’in said, around clenched teeth.

They followed the river northward all day; then, when
it dived beneath the cliff, up the switchback trail at the
edge of the Dhorisha Plains. They reached the top at
about sunset but pushed on well past dusk, camping after
dark in the midst of the pine-redolent Pelagiris Forest.
Tarma had been silent the entire trip; Kethry burned to
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know what had happened but knew she was going to
have to wait for her partner to speak.

Being an Adept-class mage meant that Kethry no
longer had to be quite so sparing of her magical energies;
she could afford to make a pair of witch-lights to give
them enough light to gather wood and to light the fire
Tarma laid with a little spark of magic. It wasn’t a very
big fire—in this heat, they only needed it to sear the
rabbit they shared—but Tarma sat staring into the last
flames after she’d finished eating. Light from the flames
revealed the huge trees nearest their campsite, trees so
old and so large that Tarma could not encircle them with
her arms, and so tall that the first branchings occurred
several man-heights above the ground. Most of the time,
the place felt a little like a temple; tonight, it felt more
like a tomb.

“He didn’t tell us much before he died,” Tarma said,
finally. “By his clothing, what was left of it, he was
For’a’hier—that’s Firefalcon Clan.”

“Are they—all gone, do you think?”’ Kethrny could
not help thinking of what had happened to Tale’sedrin,
but Tarma shook her head.

“They’re all right. We sent someone off to them, but
he told us he was on his own. Firefalcon has always
been—different; the Clan that produces the most sha-
man, even an occasional mage. They’re known to roam
quite a bit, sometimes right off the Plains. This one was
a laj’ele’ruvon, a knowledge-seeker, and he had come
seeking up here, in Tale’edras territory—the shaman of
Firefalcon have a lot more contact with the Tale’edras
than the rest of us do. Whatever happened to him, hap-
pened here in the Forest.”

“You don’t think the Hawkbrothers—" Somehow that
didn’t ring true, and Kethry shook her head even as
Tarma echoed the gesture. -

“No—there’s a Hawkbrother mixed up in it somehow,
he said that much before he died, but it was no Tale’edras
that did that. I think he was trying to tell me the Hawk-
brother was in trouble, somehow.” Tarma rubbed her
temple, her expression baffled. “I’ve been trying to think
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of a way that a Hawkbrother could possibly get into trou-
ble, and [

Something screamed, just above their heads. Kethry
nearly jumped out of her own skin, squeaked, and
clutched Need’s hilt.

The scream came again, and this time Kethry recog-
nized it for what it was; the call of the owl-eagle, a noc-
turnal predator with the habits and silent flight of an owl,
but the general build of an eagle. She might not have
recognized it, except that a pair were nesting near the
Keep, and her husband Jadrek spent hours every evening
in delighted observation of them.

Tarma stood up, stared into the tree canopy, then sud-
denly kicked earth over the fire, dousing it. When
Kethry’s eyes had adjusted to the dark, she could hardly
believe them. Hovering overhead was an owl-eagle, all
right, a much bigger bird than either of the pair she’d
seen before—and stark white.

“That’s a Tale’edras bird,” Tarma said grimly. “They
say the birds their mages use turn white after a while. I
think he’s been sent for help.”

As if in reply, the owl-eagle screamed once more and
flew off to the north and west, landing on a branch and
looking back for all the world as if it expected them to
follow it. Kethry put her hand on her partner’s arm to
restrain her for a moment. “What are we going to do
about the horses?”

“Damn. Release them, I guess. They’ll head straight
back to camp in the morning.”” Tarma didn’t look happy
about the decision, but there wasn’t much else they could
do; they certainly couldn’t leave them, nor could they
ride them through dark woods where they couldn’t see
where to put their feet. And leading them would be just
as bad as riding them.

On the other hand, walking back to camp across the
Plains in midsummer—

“Let’s just leave them unhobbled, and try to get back
before morning,” Kethry suggested. “They won’t stray
until then.” Tarma grimaced, but pulled the hobbles
from her mare’s feet and threw them on the pile of tack
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while Kethry did the same. When she looked up, the
owl-eagle was still there, still waiting.

He didn’t move until they were within a few arm-
lengths of the tree—and then it was only to fly off and
land in another tree, farther to the north and west.
Kethry had had a little niggling doubt at first as to
whether her partner had read the situation correctly, but
now she was sure; the bird wanted them to follow.

It continued to lead them in that fashion for what felt
like weeks, though by the moon shining directly down
through the tree branches, it wasn’t much past midnight.
Now that they’d left the road, it was impossible to tell
where they were; one enormous tree looked like every
other enormous tree. For the past several candlemarks,
she’d been feeling an increase in ambient mage-energies;
her skin prickled so much with it that she felt forced to
shield herself, and she wasn’t entirely sure that time was
passing at its normal rate.

“Where are we?”’ she whispered finally to her partner.

Tarma stopped for a moment and peered up at the
moon. ‘I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’m lost. Some-
place a lot west and some north of where we started. I
don’t—I don’t think we’re in the Pelagiris Forest any-
more; I think we’re in Pelagir Hills type country. I wish
we’d brought the furball with us, now.”

“I hate to admit it, but I agree—"" Kethry began.

And that was when an enormous, invisible fist closed
around them.

The bird shrieked in alarm and shot skyward. Tarma
cursed; Kethry was too busy trying to breathe.

It's the paralysis-spell, she thought, even as she strug-
gled to get a little more air into her lungs. But she
couldn’t breathe in without first breathing our, and every
time she did that, the hand closed tighter on her chest.
That's—supposed—to—be—

A darkness that had nothing to do with the hour
dimmed the moonlight, and her lungs screamed for air.

—lost—

Blackness swooped in like a stooping hawk, and cov-
ered her.
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Her chest hurt; that was the first thing she knew when
she woke again. She opened her eyes as she felt some-
thing cool and damp cross her brow, and gazed with
dumb surprise up into a pair of eyes as blue as Tarma’s,
but in an indisputably male face crowned with frost-white
hair.

Indisputably? Not—quite. There was something unusual
about him. Not that he was she’chorne, that she had no
trouble spotting. Something like that, and not even
remotely evil, but very, very different.

Beyond the face were bars glinting and shining as only
polished metal could; and two light-sources, one that
flared intermittently outside of her line-of-sight, and one
that could only be a witch-light, hovering just outside the
bars.

The stranger smiled wanly when he saw that she was
awake and draped the cloth he’d been using to bathe
her forehead over the edge of a metal bowl beside him.
“Forgive me, lady,” he said in oddly-accented Shin’a’in.
“I did not intend to lure anyone into captivity when I
sent out my bond-bird.”

“That owl-eagle was yours?”” she said, trying not to
breathe too quickly, since every movement made her
chest ache the more.

“Aye,” he replied, “I sent her for my own kin, but
she saw your magic and came to you instead. Now she
is frightened past calling back.”

“But I didn’t—"" Kethry started to say, then saw the
wary look in the Hawkbrother’s eyes. We're being
watched and listened to. For some reason, he doesn’t want
whoever caught us to know his bird can See passive mage-
shields, the way Warrl can. She struggled to sit up, and
the Hawkbrother assisted her unobtrusively.

They were in a cage, one with a perfectly ordinary
lock. Beside them was another—with no lock at all—
holding Tarma. The Shin’a’in sat cross-legged in the mid-
dle of the contraption, with a face as expressionless as a
stone.

Only her eyes betrayed that she was in a white-hot

A
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rage; so intense a blue that her glance crackled across
the space between them.

Both cages sat in the middle of what looked like a
maze; perfectly trimmed, perfectly trained hedges taller
than a man on horseback, forming a square “room” with
an opening in each “wall.”” Beyond the opening, Kethry
thought she saw yet more hedges. ?

“As you see,” said a new Voice, female, With an under-
tone of petulance, “I plan my prisons well.”

The owner of the voice moved into the pallid light cast
by the witch-ball; Kethry was not impressed. Face and
body attested to overindulgence; the mouth turned down
in a perpetual sneer, and the eyes would not look into
hers directly. Even allowing for the witch-light, her com-
plexion was doughy, and her hair was an indeterminate
no-color between mouse-brown and blonde. Her cloth-
ing, however, was rich in a conspicuous, overblown way,
as if her gown shouted ‘‘See how expensive I am!” It was
also totally inappropriate for the middle of a forest, but
that didn’t seem to bother the wearer.

“For the mages,” their captor said, gesturing grandly,
“A cage which nullifies magic, with a lock that can only
be opened by an ordinary key.” She held up the key
hanging at her belt. “‘And since I am as female as you,
the spirit-sword won’t work against me. Even if you could
reach it.”

Now Kethry saw the blade hanging just outside the
cage door, just out of reach.

Of arms. That’s her frist mistake.

“For the warrior, a prison that only magic can
unlock.”

She giggled girlishly, without the sneer ever changing.
Tarma said nothing; Kethry decided to follow her exam-
ple. Their jailer posed, waiting, doubtless, for one of
them to ask why they were being held. Finally, when she
got no response, she scowled and flounced off in the
direction of the light that flared and subsided, some-
where beyond the bushes surrounding the clearing where
their cages sat.

“When her wits aren’t out wandering, who is this
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woman?”’ Tarma asked, in a lazy drawl. “And what in
the name of the frozen hells does she want with us?”

The Hawkbrother crossed his arms over his chest,
leaned back against the bars of the cage, and grimaced.
“Her name is Keyjon, and all her magics are stolen,” he
said, an anger as hot as Tarma’s roughening his voice.
“‘As for what she wants—nothing from you, except to be
used against “MEM A My friend was, to his death.”

The Firefalcon shaman. He knows the lad died. She
tried to read beyond the Hawkbrother’s lack of expres-
sion and couldn’t.

“We're to be used to get what?”’” Tarma asked.

“Something she cannot steal from me, though she has
tried, and blunted her stolen tools on my protections.”
He pointed his chin in the direction of the flaring and
dying light. ““She has firebirds.”

At Kethry’s swift intake of breath, he nodded. “I see
you know them.”

“One of the qualifications for entering the higher lev-
els of a White Winds school used to be the Test of the
Firebird.” She stared at the light, wishing she could see
beyond the bushes. “They’re too rare, now. I only saw
one once, at a distance.”

“They are not rare here, only endangered by such as
she.” The Hawkbrother’s face darkened. ‘She wishes me
to make them her familiars. She also wishes me, and she
is as like to get that as the other, which is to say, when
the rivers of hell boil.”

At that, Kethry laughed in astonishment. “Windlady—
go ahead! Give her the birds! The first time she loses her
temper with one of them on her shoulder—”

But the young man was shaking his head. “Nay, lady.
She knows that as well as you or I. What she means by
‘familiar’ is ‘complete slave.” I would not condemn any
living thing to such a fate, even if the dangers of her
having such control over something so dangerous were
not obvious.”

Kethry thought of the things that could be done with
a tamed and obedient firebird at one’s command and |
shuddered again. The dangers were obvious. There was
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a history of the mage-wars purportedly written by the
wizard-lizard Gervase that hinted the firebirds had been
deliberately bred as weapons.

She couldn’t imagine a circumstance terrible enough to
make her breed something like firebirds as a weapon.
Frighten one, and send it flaming through a village, touch-
ing off the thatched roofs, the hay in the stables. . . .

“She was born of mage-talented parents, and given
all she desired,” the Hawkbrother continued. ‘““‘But she
came to desire more and more, and her own small tal-
ent could not compass her ambition, until she discov-
ered her one true gift—that she could steal spells from
any, and power from any, and use that power to weave
those spells at no cost to herself. Thus she enriched
herself at the expense of others, and the more power
she had, the more she sought.”

To shake the thought from her mind, Kethry stood
up slowly and walked the few steps to the bars of the
cage, mentally measuring the distance between the bars
and Need. And as she studied the blade and how it
was hung, another thought occurred to her. I'm Adept-
class. My power is unlimited, for all practical purposes.
Could I become like her?

The Hawkbrother stole silently up beside her, but
his eyes were on the light beyond the hedges. “It is
not power and wealth that corrupt, my lady, but the
lust for power and wealth. When that lust takes prece-
dence over the needs of others, corruption becomes
true evil. That you even consider that you could
become like Keyjon is a sign that you are not likely to
do so. She has never once considered anything but
what she wanted.”

“Well said,” Tarma replied, her expression wary.
“I’m Tarma shena Tale’sedrin; this is my she’enedra,
Kethry.” z

“Stormwing k’Sheyna,” he said, and a little rueful

- humor crept into his expression. “‘A use-name chosen

-

when I was young and very full of myself, and now so
hardened in place that I dare not change it.”
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Tarma’s expression remained the same. “So how is
it that you know this woman?”

“I confess: a dose of the same folly that caused me
to name myself for the powerful thundercloud,” he
replied slowly. “I thought I could help her; I thought
that if she had a friend, she could learn other ways. In
short, I thought I could change her, redeem her, when
others had not been able to.”” He shrugged. ““I thought,
at the worst, I was so much stronger than she that there
was little she could do to harm me. I thought I could
not be tricked; did not even guess that she was plan-
ning deeper than I anticipated, that she was using me
to come at my charges, the firebirds. Now, not only do
I pay for my folly, but others as well.”

“What happened to the Firefalcon shaman?” Tarma
asked harshly.

A muscle at the edge of his eyelid twitched; nothing
else moved. “She caught him, coming to see me, and
flung him into the cage holding the birds, making cer-
tain to panic them. She knew that if I once used my
powers to control them, she could steal that control.”
His eyes were very bright with tears that he was hold-
ing back. “He knew it, too, and even as they lashed
him with their flame, he told me to hold fast.” He
looked from Tarma to Kethry and back. ‘“Will you for-
give me when I close my ears to your cries?”’

“Will you be closing your ears?”’ Kethry asked qui-
etly, staring into blue eyes that seemed much, much
older than the face that held them. “Or will you be
heeding instead the cries of those who would suffer if
this woman got what she wanted?”’

He closed his eyes for a moment, his expression for
the first time open and easy to read. Pain—and a relief
as agonizing as the pain, if such a thing were possible.
Then he opened his eyes again, and took her hand and
kissed the back of it, like a courtier. It was in that
moment that Kethry identified exactly what it was
about him that made him so hard to identify.
Stormwing was the most uniquely balanced human
being she’d ever met; so completely accepting of both
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his own male and female natures that he felt poised,
like a bird about to fly—

“But you may not have to worry about it,” Tarma
said, dryly. “Keth, I don’t hear her. You want to try
the Thahlkarsh gambit?”’

“Why not? It worked before.” She kicked off her
boots, grabbed the bars and climbed up to the top of
the cage; once there (cursing her own laziness, that had
let her get so out of shape) she carefully threaded her
legs between the bars. As she had thought, her foot
just reached the hook Need hung from.

“Get ready,” she called down below, grinning a little
to see Stormwing’s eyes so wide with surprise. “I'm
going to unhook the sword-belt and lower it to you.”

Stormwing shook his head. ‘“What good will having
it do us, if this cage negates all magic?”’ he asked.

“It won’t do us any good, but in a warrior’s hands
she cancels all spells cast against the wearer.” Kethry’s
arms were screaming with pain, and sweat streamed
down her face as she inserted her foot in the loop of
belt, worked it around to the top of the hook, and
lifted, carefully. ‘“Tarma’s cage is magicked,
remember?”’

“I hope that I am as good at throwing as you think
me to be,” Stormwing replied, straining one long arm
through the bars until he caught the tip of the
scabbard.

Kethry didn’t have the breath to spare to tell him
that Need herself would take care of that, once out of
the influence of the cage. She simply continued to
lower the blade, bit by bit, until Stormwing had it
firmly.

Then she dropped to the bottom of the cage and
waited for the pain in her arms to stop. / hate getting
old. Why can’t we all stay twenty until the end, then fall
over?

When she looked up again, the sword was sailing
unerringly across the space between the cages, and
Tarma caught it so neatly the movement looked
rehearsed.
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And no sooner did she have it in her hands, than the
entire side of the cage swung open, like a door.

Just as Keyjon appeared in the gap in one of the
hedges, accompanied by two enormous creatures,
things that looked like nothing so much as walking suits
of armor.

“Sheka!”’ Tarma cursed, and threw herself out of the
cage, did a shoulder-roll to cushion her impact, and
came up running, heading for Kethry. Keyjon was so
astonished that she stood there, mouth hanging wide
open, while Tarma grabbed Need and shoved her
through the bars at Kethry.

Kethry grabbed it just as Keyjon recovered, pointing
at the three of them, and shrieked something foreign
even to Kethry’s ears. Whatever it was, the two suits
of armor at her side straightened, drew their weapons,
and headed straight for Tarma.

Kethry had seen spells of animation before; this one
was better than she had anticipated. The armor moved
easily, smoothly—and quickly. Tarma escaped being
sliced in half by a two-handed broadsword only because
she was a hair faster than they were. She wasn’t going
to be able to escape two of them for very long, not out
there alone.

Hopefully she wouldn’t be alone much longer.

Kethry pulled out the little lock-pick she kept in the
side seam of the scabbard and set to work on the lock
of the cage. Keyjon seemed to be concentrating on
Tarma and ignoring them; she hoped things would stay
that way.

Now, just so Stormwing doesn’t decide that since he’s
a man, he can do this better than I can—

Stormwing pressed in close beside her, and she
looked up, ready to brain him if he tried to take the
pick, and saw that he was clinging to the bars of the
cage with both hands, his body carefully pressed up
against the door so that most of what she was doing
was hidden from Keyjon.

“Thanks,” she whispered, and then set to work on
the lock, shutting everything out, including the fact
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that her partner and blood-bonded sister might die in
the next few moments.

When you work on a lock, she heard the voice of her
thief-instructor say, nothing exists for you but that lock.
If you let yourself be distracted, that’s the end of it.

Except that he had never had the distraction of two
magic suits of armor trying to make his partner into
thin slices less than an arm-length away.

She felt the lock give just as Keyjon noticed what
they were up to. She shoved the door open as the
woman shouted another incomprehensible command,
and one of the automata stopped chasing after Tarma,
and turned, its blade arcing down over its head—

But not aimed at Kethry.

Aimed at Stormwing.

He couldn’t dodge, caught in the doorway as he was.
He had no weapon of his own, and no spell Kethry
knew could possibly be readied in time to save him.

She watched the blade descend, knowing that she
would never even be able to get Need up in time—if
only he was a wo—

CLANG!

When her teeth stopped rattling, her brains stopped
vibrating, and her watering eyes cleared, she thought
for a moment that she had gone quite entirely mad.
For there, with the automaton’s blade held a hands’
breadth away from his head, was Stormwing, crouched
down, one hand raised ineffectually to ward off the
blow that hadn’t arrived.

For what had interposed itself between him and the
broadsword was Need.

They all stood like that for a moment, in a bizarrely
frozen tableau—

Then Stormwing dove out from under the arch of
sheathed sword and unsheathed, scrambled to his feet
as the automaton disengaged and began to turn, and
yelled, “Duck!”

Somehow she knew to drop into a ball, and
Stormwing dove at the automaton’s chest.

The timing couldn’t have been any better if they’d
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practiced it; the animated suit of armor was very heavy
and already off-balance, and when Stormwing shoved
it, it went further off-balance, staggered backward, and
tripped over her, landing with a hollow clangor inside
the cage—

The cage which permitted no magic to function
within it.

“Move!” screamed another voice from across the
clearing; both Kethry and Stormwing scrambled out of
the way as Tarma pelted across the intervening space,
the other suit of armor in hot pursuit. She fled right into
the cage—it had too much momentum to stop.

Kethry heard a strangled croak, and turned to see Key-
jon clutching her throat and turning scarlet with the
effort of trying to speak. Stormwing watched her from
where he sprawled; his finger traced a little arc, and her
arms snapped out in front of her, wrists together, fingers
interlaced.

Only then did he rise, with a curious, boneless grace,
and pace slowly to where the woman stood, a captive
and victim of her own greed.

Kethry got up off the ground, wincing as she felt sore
places that would likely turn into a spectacular set of
bruises. Tarma climbed down out of the cage, favoring
her right leg.

“What happened with the fool sword?”” Tarma asked,
in a low voice.

Kethry shrugged. “I guess when she couldn’t identify
him as positively male or female, she decided to act first
and figure it out later.”

Stormwing looked up as they reached his side, but said
nothing. “What are we going to do with her?” Kethry
asked.

He ran a hand through his hair. “I do not know,” he
confessed. “I have a feeling that if I tried to harm her,
that blade at your side would turn against me.’

“Probably,” Tarma said, in disgust. “But she’s killed
at least one person that we know of. A shaman of the '
Clans, at that, and sacred. Blood requires payment—"
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“Would you accept a punishment that left her alive?”
the Hawkbrother asked unexpectedly.

Tarma hesitated a moment, then replied with caution.
“Maybe. If she couldn’t get free to try this again. If she
couldn’t even leave here—and if it was a living hell for
her. My Lady favors vengeance, my friend.”

He nodded. “My thought as well. Lady, would you be
content also?”

Kethry only nodded; she felt power building, coming
from some source she didn’t recognize, but akin to the
pool of energy available to all White Winds Adepts. She
hadn’t realized he was an Adept before—

He raised his hands. “All your life, you have sought
to be the power in the center of all, to be the manipulator
of the fabric of the world around you,” he said to Key-
jon, solemnly. “So, I give you that; your greatest desire.
Control of all you can see, manipulator of the web—"

He pointed; there was a ripple of the very fabric of
the place—and a distortion that made Kethry’s stomach
roil and eyes water.

Then when she looked again, Keyjon was gone.
Instead, hanging from a web that spanned a corner
between the hedges, was an enormous gray spider, hang-
ing fat and heavy in the center of the pattern.

“Spiders are notoriously short-sighted,” Stormwing
said, as if to himself. “Now, I shall have to see to it that
nothing comes here but noxious things, that deserve to
be eaten—and old or diseased things, that deserve a pain-
less death.”

He looked back at Kethry, and in that moment she
knew that not only was he enormously more powerful
than she had guessed, he was also older. Much, much
older.

“Here is a guide,” he said, producing another ball of
witch-light. “I have much to do here, and this will take
you back to your horses before dawn.” Now he smiled,
and Kethry felt as if all her weariness and aches had been
cured. “I could not have been freed without your aid.
Thank you, sisters-in-power. Thank you.”

“You’re—welcome,” Kethry said—she wanted to say
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more, but the witch-light was sailing off into the dark-
ness, and Tarma was tugging her arm. She followed the
Shin’a’in into the maze, quickly losing track of where she
was, but torn apart by conflicting emotions. There was
so much she wanted to learn from him, so many things

he must know— A

What have I done with my life? All I have built is one
White Winds school. With power like his, I could—

I could make a mess of things, that’s what I could do,
meddling where I didn’t belong. No, I guess that power
isn’t such a temptation. What would it earn me, anyway,
besides envy and suspicion?

If she had Stormwing’s kind of power, it would make
her a target for those such as Keyjon. Was the knowledge
worth the risk?

Risk not only to her, but to Tarma, to the children,
to Jadrek?

No, she decided. And after all, we were the ones who
rescued him. Knowledge isn’t everything. Sometimes it just
takes common sense, good planning—

A sound of joyful cries arose behind them; she and
Tarma turned as one to see the firebirds rising into the
air above the hedge, alight with their own flame. They
circled, and dove, and sang; everlasting fireworks that
made their own music to dance by. She felt her eyes
brimming with tears, and beside her, Tarma gasped with
surprise.

The firebirds circled a moment longer, then rose into
the tree canopy, still calling in ecstasy to each other.
They penetrated the branches, making them glow emer-
ald for a moment, as if each tree harbored a tiny sun of
its own.

Then they were gone. And in the light from the witch-
ball, Tarma’s face was wet with tears. So was hers. She
understood, now, the other reason why two brave men
had been willing to die to save them from enslavement.

She caught Tarma’s shoulders, and held her for a
moment.

And this is what’s worth having; freedom, and friends,
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and the ability to see a thing of beauty and not want it all
for myself, or because of the power it represents.

Then Kethry let her sworn sister go, as Stormwing had
set the birds free.

“Come on, partner, let’s go home,” she said. “We
have a tale to tell.”
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lumps, with rustling feathers and flapping wings. I
dozed, long neck tucked backward, black bill buried
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The geese lay in the long shadows of afternoon, gray
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in my feathers. I watched the other geese through black
button eyes. Soon I closed my eyes and gave myself to
the peace of the flock.

Perhaps I had been a goose for too long. Perhaps it
was time to become human again, but the desire was
hazy. I was no longer sure why I wanted to be human. I
could not quite remember the reason I had hidden myself
among the geese.

I realized I was losing my human identity, but it had
borne so much pain. This was better. There was food,
the freedom of wings, the open sky, and the comfort of
the flock. I did not remember humanity as being so sim-
ple, so peaceful, so restful. I had lost the desire to be
human, and that should have frightened me. That it did
not was a bad sign.

Beside me, head nearly lost in the feathers of his back,
was Gyldan. That was not his real name, but a human
name I had given him. One of the last things to leave
was this need to name things. It was a very human trait.

In my own mind I still called myself Alatir. As long
as you had a name, you were still human.

Gyldan was a young gander but had been with me for
two seasons. He was a handsome bird, jet black, cloud
grey, buff white, all markings distinct and artificial in
their perfectness.

He had chosen me as his mate, but I offered only
companionship. I was still human enough not to wish to
bear goslings.

He had stayed with me, though there were other
females who would have taken him. We had spent long
summers on empty lakes, claiming our territory but never
going to nest. If I did that, I would never be human
again. The thought came that I wanted to be human,
someday, but not today.

The children came then, peasant children with their
dark hair and eyes. They came from a prosperous house-
hold, for they fed us scraps of vegetables and bread.
They had almost tamed us, almost.

The oldest was a girl of about fourteen, her black hair
in two thick braids around a slender face. The next oldest
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was a boy of perhaps eleven. The rest were all sizes, with
laughing brown eyes and gentle hands.

I had flown over their father’s mill many times. I had
watched them help their mother in the garden and play
tag in front of their house.

They came earlier by human standards, for the days
were growing autumn short. By geese standards, the sun
was in the same place.

The bread was day old, crisp, and good. I remembered
other bread, formed in curves and sculpted for feast days.
Gyldan did not press me to share my bits of bread. He
sensed my mood and knew my temper was short.

There was a sound of horses riding along the road. All
of us craned our necks to hear, to see danger. The oldest
girl noticed it and asked us, “What’s wrong?”—as if we
could speak.

We thundered skyward as the horses rode out beside
the lake. The children were still stunned by our beating
wings, afraid. The girl recovered and screamed, “Run,
hide!”

The children scattered like wild things. The girl was
cut off by one prancing horse, and the oldest boy would
not leave her.

I circled back, Gyldan beside me. I settled at a safe
distance and listened. It took magic for me to hear them,
and I found the knowledge to stretch my senses came
easily.

The men wore the livery of the Baron Madawc, a white
bull on a background of silver, a sword through its heart.
I knew Lord Madawc well. Human memories tore
through my mind. Blood running between my mother’s
dead eyes. My father’s chest ripped open, so much blood.
I had been but newly made a master of sorcery when
Madawc slaughtered my family and took over our lands.
Five years ago, I had been a child, though a powerful
one. Lord Madawc had mocked me when I challenged
him to a duel. He had let me live and put a geas on me.
A geas to kill him, thinking that it would surely mean
my death. Having a geas-ridden child seek the death of
a powerful sorcerer amused him.
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So I had hidden myself in a form that the geas would
not touch. My human mind roared through my animal
body. I rmembered. I remembered.

One soldier had placed the girl across his saddlebow.
“Qur lord will be pleased with this.” He slapped her
buttocks. She was crying.

The boy said, “Let go of my sister.”

Another soldier swooped down on him and carried
him, struggling, to the front of his saddle. He said,
“There are those at court that like a bit of little boy.
You can come along if you like.”

I could not let this happen, and I could not stop it as
a bird. I hid myself in some reeds. Gyldan felt the magic
begin. He hissed but did not leave me.

Human form was cold. I found myself crying. Crying
for the family I had forgotten. I huddled in the reeds, in
the mud. My skin was pale; my black hair, waist-long. I
know my eyes were blue, the pale color of spring skies.
I could pass for a lord’s bastard daughter just as easily
as a true aristocrat. Peasant blood was peasant blood, to
some.

Gyldan touched my shivering skin with his firm beak.
He croaked softly at me, and I touched his feathered
head. “If I live, I will be back to say a proper good-bye,
I promise.”

I walked up the slopping bank toward the soldiers. He
followed me on his thick, webbed feet, but he stopped
before I reached the men. He launched skyward in a
thrust of feathers and fear.

The soldiers saw only a naked woman walking toward
them. I had grown older and was no longer girl, but
woman. I doubted Madawc would recognize me. But
because of his own magic, I was compeiled to find him
and slay him, if I could. Fear tightened my stomach, yet
there was no time to be afraid. I had to help the children
now.

“Let the children go.”

“Oh, yes, my lady . . .”” They laughed.

I gestured, a bare pass of wrist and hand. The children
were set upon the ground, and the soldiers said one to
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another, “Children—who needs children? We will take a
woman to our lord.” Freeing the children was their own
idea now.

The children were frightened and huddled near me. I
whispered to them, “Go home; do not be afraid. I may
come there seeking shelter later.”

The girl dropped a clumsy curtsey and said, ““You are
most welcome, my lady. Be careful.”

I nodded, and one of the soldiers gave me his cloak
as a damp autumn drizzle began to fall. It was his idea
to let me ride in front of him, covered, a special gift for
Lord Madawc. He was their captain, and the only one I
had to control. I had been lucky that none of these sol-
diers was a spell caster. It would never have gone so
smoothly with magic to fight.

It was miles to the castle, and by the time we arrived,
the captain believed it was his idea. No magic was
required to maintain my safety.

The castle gate was brilliant with torchlight. Our group
was one of dozens. Many had brought children, both
male and female. One little boy was perhaps six, fright-
fully young. He clung, crying, to the soldier that held
him. The soldier looked decidedly uncomfortable. I
marked him for later use, though if I needed help, it
would probably be too late. Too late meant dead. I took
a deep calming breath. If I panicked I would be useless.
Somehow I would kill Madawc. Even if it meant my own
death.

We were escorted through the main hall, where there
was a party going on. I heard one of the soldiers murmur,
“Pigs, all of them.”

The captain whispered, ‘“Don’t let Madawc hear such
talk. He’ll skin you alive for entertainment.”

Another said, “I'm leaving this foul place when my
contract is up.” There was a lot of head nodding.

Five years without my father to stand guard against
him had not made Madawc popular.

The place smelled of spilled wine, vomit, and sex.
Drunken voices, both male and female, called out bawdy
suggestions. There was a young man of about fifteen,
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chained to the center of the room. A line of silk-clad
ladies were taking turns with him.

I turned away, and the captain jerked me roughly for-
ward. Fear knotted in my belly, and for the first time I
felt naked under the cloak. I had magic, but so did
Madawc, and he had beaten me before.

The little boy was given over to an older man. The
soldier looked near tears himself as he pried the boy’s
fingers from him. The old noble offered the child
sweetmints and held him softly. He would gain the child’s
confidence first. I recognized Lord Trahern. He had been
thrown out of my father’s court for being a child-lover.

The captain led me by the arm through the crowd.
Hands pulled at the cape, saying, “A beauty, did you
taste her before you brought her here?”

He ignored them and went to the front table. Madawc
had not changed, except to grow thicker around the mid-
dle. His black hair was dark as any peasant’s, but his
eyes were the cool blue of autumn skies.

Anger flashed through me warm and whole. Hatred.
Memories. My mother’s cries for help. Her screams,
“Run, Alatir, run!” But there had been no place to run.
I needed no geas to want him dead.

The captain went down on one knee and pulled me
down as well. We waited, kneeling, faces hidden from
the man. Would Madawc recognize me? I was afraid and
didn’t try to hide it. I was just another victim, a bit of
meat. I was supposed to be afraid.

Finally, Madawc said, “Yes, what is it?”

“A special treat for you, Lord Madawc.” He pulled
my head back, so my face showed.

Madawc said, “Ah, blue eyes. Did you find another
one of my own bastards for me?”’

“I believe so, my lord.”

He smiled and traced my face with his hand. ‘“Lovely.
You have done well, captain. I am pleased.” He held
out a ruby and gold ring. The captain bowed and took
it. I was left kneeling.

Madawc pulled aside the cloak. It fell to the floor. I
hunched forward using my long hair as a screen. Fear
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thudded in my throat. He laughed. “Naked, all pleasures
bare, as I like my women. And modest, I like that as
well.” He touched my breast, and I jerked away with a
small gasp. I would not let him touch me. I would destroy
myself first. No, the geas would not allow that. I had to
try and Kkill him. But I could not perform death-magic
here and now. He was not drunk; he would break my
concentration long before I completed a spell. I could
damage him but not kill him. I needed to get away from
him; I needed time.

It came to me then what I needed to do. I had been
too long away from the nobility; I had forgotten how
silly even the best of them could be.

Even Madawc, tainted as he was, would not refuse
challenge, especially from a woman he had defeated
before.

I draped the cloak around my shoulders and said, “I
am Alatir Geasbreaker, as you named me. Daughter of
Garrand and Allsun.” I stood, cloaked in deepest blue
and the mane of black hair. I was ivory skin and eyes of
sapphire. I felt the magic of true-challenge flow through
me, born of anger, righteousness, and five years of magic
almost untapped. Fear was gone in a rush of magic.

Madawc knocked his chair backwards to scrape along
the marble floor. “What trick is this?”

“No trick, Madawc of Roaghnailt. I am Alatir Geas-
breaker, and I challenge you to battle.”

If it had been another who was trained in sword as
well as magic, it would have been a foolish challenge. I
knew nothing of weapons, but neither did Madawc. He
was of the belief that magic was always enough. Now we
would see.

A hush ran through the throng. They turned eyes to
their honored lord. He could not refuse, for to do so,
even in front of this silken rabble, would be to lose all
honor. A lord without honor did not get invited to the
king’s courts. A lord without honor became the butt of
songs by bards known for their comedic talents and biting
wit.
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I was remembering what it meant to be human and a
Meltaanian noble.

“I accept challenge, of course, but you cannot be
Alatir daughter of Garrand. I put a geas on you that
would have forced you to kill me years ago.”

“It was your spell. Test it; see if it still holds me.”

I felt a tentative wash of magic, a mere butterfly’s wing
of power. “You bear my spell, but how have you hidden
from it?”

“Shapeshifting, Madawc. Even as a child, shapeshift-
ing was my best spell, and animal cannot answer geas.”

“What brought you back?”

“You called me. You might say, I am what you made
me: someone who hates you, someone who has to kill
you, at risk of her own life if necessary. I am under geas
to see you stretched dead before me.”

His jaw tightened; the shock and fear were gone. “I
defeated you once, easily. I will do so again. This time
I will not leave you alive.”

“This time,” I said, “you will not have the chance.”

Meltaanians love spectacle more than anything. In
short order, torches were set in a circle outside the castle
grounds. You never let sorcerers fight within walls. The
walls had a tendency to tumble down. Even that thought
did not frighten me. The magic of challenge still held me
safe. Fear was a muted thing, for now.

One of the ladies had found me a dress to wear. It
was blue silk and matched my eyes. My hair was braided
down my back and threaded with silver ribbons. Silver
was echoed at bodice, sleeve, and dress front. It was a
very simple dress by Meltaanian standards, but the peo-
ple needed to be impressed, needed to remember what
was about to happen.

Madawc faced me in black, run through with silver
threads. He glittered like ice in the sun when he moved.
He spoke to me as we stood, waiting, “You are Alatir.”

“Did you doubt it?”

“I thought you long dead.”

“You thought wrongly.”

He gave a half bow, a strange self-mocking smile on

Lh
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his face. “I think, dear lady, that you are some lovely
phantom come to haunt me.”

“I am flesh and blood and magic.”

Magic grew in the circle of torches. Magic ran along
my skin and tugged at my hair, like an unseen wind. I
called sorcery to me but did not want to commit its shape
to any one spell. I wanted to know the measure of the
man I fought. In my terror he had been twelve feet tall,
an endless fountain of magic. Now he was a man, and I
was no longer a child.

Fire exploded around me, orange death. The air was
choking, close, heat. The fire died, and I stood safe
behind a shield. Lightning flared from his hands. The
bolts struck my shield and shattered in an eye-blinding
display of light.

I faded inside my shield, willing myself into another
shape. I was small, thin, hidden in the grass. A green
adder hidden in the uncertain torchlight.

I could feel the vibration as he moved over the earth,
but I could hear his puzzled voice asking, “Where is
she?”

I felt his magic wash over me, searching, but I was a
snake and had no real business with magic. He did not
come too near the empty folds of the silk dress, but I
slipped out a sleeve hole and began moving cautiously,
thin and hidden, toward him.

I was a small snake and could not bite through his
boots. As he passed me, put his back to me, I grew. I
was an older snake, thick as a man’s wrist. There were
gasps from the audience. He turned, puzzled, and I
struck. He screamed as my fangs tore his flesh, poison
pumping home. His struggles flung me away to lie half-
stunned in the grass.

I began to shapeshift, slowly. He was yelling, “Get me
a healer, now!”

A soldier, the one who had brought in the littlest boy,
said, ‘“‘You cannot be healed until the fight is over, Lord
Madawec. That is the rule.”

“But I've been poisoned!”

The mercenaries whom he had bullied and made into

o
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whoremongers formed a wall of steel. “You will not
leave the circle until the fight is done. Isn’t that right,
captain?”’

The captain, who had brought me in, didn’t have a
problem with Madawc, but he licked his lips and agreed.
He knew better than to go against all his men. “You
must wait for healing, Lord Madawc.”

“I will see you all flogged for this, no, hanged!”

It was the wrong thing to say. The soldiers faces went
grim, dispassionate. They waited for someone to die.

I stood naked and human once more. All I had to do
was stay alive until the poison took effect, and that
wouldn’t be long.

Madawc turned on me with a snarl. “I’ll take you with
me, bitch!”

He formed a soul-beast, made of magic, hatred, and
fear. It was a great wolf that glowed red in the night.

I had never made a soul-beast before. It took great
strength, and if it were destroyed, the spell caster died
with it. I formed mine of power, vengeance, the memory
of five years of unused magic, the quiet stillness of water,
and the freedom of skies. It flowed blue and burst into
being a moment before the wolf leapt. Mine was a thing
of feathers and claws, no known beast.

I felt the power as never before. I rode the winds of
it. It lifted me in a dance of death and joy. I was fanged
claws and whirling feathers of gold and sapphire. I bit
the wolf and raked his sides with claws. I bled under his
teeth and staggered under the weight of his body.

The wolf began to fade. As it lost substance, I gained
its magic. I drew its power like a hole in Madawc’s soul;
I drained him until I fell to my knees, power-drunk,
stunned.

The soul-beasts were gone. It was effort to turn my
head and see Madawc on the grass. His body convulsed,
and bloody-foam ran from his lips. The green adder is a
deadly thing.

I was stronger than five years ago, but all those years
had been without training. Madawc might have killed me
without the aid of poison. Then again, he might not.
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The geas was gone and I felt pure and empty of it. I
had expected triumph, instead I felt relief, and a great
empty sadness.

A voice declared the match over and Alatir, the
winner.

There were hands, a cloak thrown over my nakedness,
the warmth of healing magic, and a warm draught of tea.

Dawn light found me rested, healed, and in the bed
chamber that had once belonged to Madawc. By Meltaan-
ian law it was all mine now, both my father’s lands which
had been stolen and Madawc’s. Madawc had never both-
ered to appoint an heir from his many bastards. No roy-
alty would marry him.

There was a knock on the door, and the captain
entered with the mercenary who had brought the little
boy in. They both knelt, and the captain said, “My lady,
what would you like for us to do? We have weeks left
on our contract, and our contract is now yours, if you
want it.”

I asked, “Have you a guard outside my door?”

The younger man spoke, “Yes, my lady, some of the
dead lord’s friends are less than pleased at the duel’s
outcome.”

I smiled at that. “Is Lord Trahern still within these
walls?”

“No, my lady.”

I ignored the captain and asked the other man, “What
is your name?”’

“I am Kendrick Swordmated.”

“You are now Captain Kendrick.”

The other captain sputtered, but I interrupted him. “I
want you gone from here and never come back. Take
the four men who rode with you on search yesterday.”

There must have been something in my eyes that told
him not to argue. He gave a stiff bow and left the room.

“Now, Captain, how long ago did Trahern leave?”

“Only moments, my lady.”

“Then take what men you think you need and find
him. Relieve him of the peasant boy he got last night.

|
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The boy is to be healed, then taken back to his home.
A gift of gold will be given to his family.”

He smiled. “Yes, my lady.”

“And free all the others. They are my people now,
and no one mistreats my people. No one.”

He bowed, grinning. “All will be done as you ask,
Alatir Lord-slayer.”

“Lord-slayer?”’ I questioned.

“Yes, my lady, from last night.”

“Go then, Kendrick,” I stopped him just before he
left. “I must attend some business and will be away per-
haps until tomorrow. But I will return and expect every-
thing to be done as I asked.”

“I will inform the castle staff of your absence and will
do as you ask.” He bowed and left the room.

I stood at the open window and let the autumn wind
shiver over my skin. I changed into a familiar form and
took to the sky on gray wings.

I settled on the lake’s dark waters and looked for Gyl-
dan. I could not remain with the flock now. I remem-
bered too much, but I had promised him a good-bye.

He called to me from shore, his voice different than
any others. I paddled over to him and hopped up on
grass. Regardless of what shape I wore, I loved him. We
caressed, touching necks and bills. How could I leave
him behind? And how could I take him with me?

He stepped back from me, and I saw magic shimmer
over him like silver rain. The flock awoke with cries of
alarm and took to the safety of the sky. I watched him
change, slowly, but his magic was strong and sure.

He lay, a naked man, pale, white hair like moonlight.
Eyes sparkled black so they showed no pupil. He blinked
up at me with wide uncertain eyes. His voice was deep
and song-filled, full of rushing wind and the freedom of
wings. “I saw how you changed.”

I was human beside him, crying.

He ran hands down the length of his new body. “I
could not follow you as a bird, but as a man . . .”

I knelt and kissed his forehead. “You are not a man.”
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He gripped my hand. “I am your mate. I will follow
you, whatever form you take.”

We held each other as the sun rose and knew each
other as a woman knows a man. Afterward he lay pant-
ing beside me with innocent eyes.

How much he had to learn. I could take the memory
of my magic, of his magic, away. I could leave him as I
found him. I ran a finger tip down the sweat-soaked
length of his body. He shivered.

“Your name is Gyldan, and I am Alatir.”

He tried the names on his human tongue, “Gyldan,
Alatir. Are they nice names?”’

“Yes, I think so.” I stood. ‘“Come, we can take shelter
at the mill for today. They will give us clothing and
food.”

He nodded, and I helped him stand on his uncertain
legs. I led him by the hand along the path that the chil-
dren took to feed the geese. We shivered in the dim
autumn sunlight. It was colder without feathers.
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arayd the Red, warrior of the kingdom of Daizur,
Mcrawled through the labyrinthine tunnel leading

from the enemy camp. Her sheathed sword trailed
behind on a cord; where it usually depended on her belt
there now hung a pouch. Inside were the jewels she and
her comrades had just stolen from the warlord Helbor’s
chest, heavily guarded against brute force but not
trickery.

The rest of her party were disguised as hired swords;
they would escape inconspicuously the following day.
However, Marayd had volunteered to carry out the most
dangerous phase of getting the jewels out. The only way
in which she stood a decent chance of doing so lay in
sneaking through this long-abandoned sewer under what
was left of an ancient city.

She was not stealing jewels for the usual reason. Mar-
ayd would not get a single stone for herself, nor any sort
of personal profit other than the respect of her officers
and comrades and the thanks of her ruler.

Rather, the objective of this mission was to deprive
the warlord of the core of his disposable wealth. Without
it, Helbor would not be able to hire mercenaries, buy
weapons and supplies, and engage in a drawn-out cam-
paign against her people. Daizur would enjoy another
year or two of peace, at least until the warlord again
raised enough wealth for an offensive.

The tunnel seemed to go on forever. Her limbs ached,;
her elbows and knees were raw. She had overestimated
the diameter of the passage, and realized she was too
large-boned for this job.

Eventually she felt the gradient rising. A little farther
and she’d be out of this underworld.

Finally Marayd reached the brush-covered entrance. It
was still dark, but the pearl-gray glimmer of a winter
dawn lightened the sky. She carefully peered out from
the brush, saw to the best of her ability that all was clear
in the near-flat treeless terrain, and stepped out.

The dim light outlined her tall, rangy form clad in
armor. Framed by the helmet was her square, ruddy face



Marayd’s Escape 49

~with bold features—large and deep-set green eyes, thick

bow-shaped lips, and a prominent nose and cheekbones.
Under her helmet was a mass of curly, unruly hair the
color of a desert sunset. Hers was a flamboyant beauty,
if beauty it was; by the standards of many, her features
were too overpowering.

But such hardly mattered to a celibate. In her devotion
to her cause of defending her people, Marayd had little
time and less interest left over for personal matters.

Right now her sole concern was reaching the lines of
the Daizur troops. She would have to make what time
she could before the sun rose. After that, there would
be no place to hide in this dry grassland; her pursuers
would be able to spot her at great distances. She fastened

- her sword to her belt, checked the pouch to make sure

o

none of the jewels had accidentally dropped out, then
headed due north through a clump of brush.

While making her way through the thickest part, a sol-
dier wearing Helbor’s colors rose from behind her; he
lifted a cudgel, struck her on the head, and sent her
sprawling. Her helmet protected her from most of the
force of the blow, if not the pain, but the strap broke

“and it fell off. She automatically drew her sword, but
. the bushes impeded her. Another blow, this time to her
- unprotected head, knocked her out cold.

“So you thought that passage was secret, eh?”” Helbor
grasped his chained but defiant captive by the chin to
look into her eyes. ‘“‘Foolish Daizurite. You tried to
relieve me of my treasure, now I’ll relieve you of yours.”

“I have no wealth, nor do my kinfolk. If you think
to hold me for ransom, you’ll show no profit for your
troubles.”

He chuckled; “I'm not talking about that treasure.
When my soldiers stripped .and checked you for con-
cealed weapons, they found out that you’re a virgin.”

Marayd panicked, then steadied her nerves and intoned,
“I’ll kill myself before I'll let you rape me!”

Again he laughed; “Me? I wouldn’t even spit on a

. virago like you. No, I’'m going to sell you, to King Gam-
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breol. In three days he’s due to pass here on the return

leg of a pilgrimage, and he’s always on the lookout for

virgins to add to his harem. He’ll pay me most generously
. and as you know, I need the money.”

As Helbor had threatened, three days later she was
dragged to King Gambreol’s tent. He had harsh features
and tired eyes that spoke of too much easy pleasure and
casual cruelty. His manner was arrogant and pompous
even for a monarch.

Marayd averted her eyes as he studied her face. He
ordered his guards to cut away her clothing, the only way
to strip her with manacles on her wrists and ankles.

She cried in shame and anger as Gambreol examined
her nude form. He pinched her breasts painfully and had
his guards part her thighs so that he could check for
himself whether she really was a virgin.

Then he said to a retainer, “She’ll do. Take the gold
to Helbor. And don’t let her out of her chains until we
get to the palace, you understand?”

Marayd knew that words would not help her, so she
said only in her mind, You’ll never enjoy me, Gambreol.
Either you’ll be dead, or I will.

The journey to his palace in the city of Demaforth
took eight days. En route, Marayd’s virtue was safe; as
part of his pilgrimage, Gambreol was sworn to celibacy
until it was over. He bought five other virgins on his
journey; hopefully he’d be preoccupied with them once
he arrived.

She had plenty of time to think. Unless her captor
planned to leave her in chains indefinitely, she could
always find some way to preserve her honor by the most
drastic means. If she were brought a meal, she could
break a piece of pottery and use a shard to cut her wrists.
If there were sheets on her bed, she could tear them to
strips and fashion a noose. If she were near a window or
on a rooftop high above the ground, she could jump to
her death.

But there was one other option, provided she’d have
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the time and the means to pull it off. As part of her
training as a warrior, she’d been taught by Meteris, a
renowned Daizurite sorceress, a secret mode of tele-
portation. If Marayd were ever imprisoned, she could
construct a framelike apparatus that would instantly
transport her one hundred arms’ lengths away.

However, she would need twelve rods—six of bronze
and six of steel, three hard-to-find types of herbs, and a
ruby or sapphire. She would thus create a warp in the
natural forces that would allow her to breach any barrier
for an instant, long enough to break free. The spell
entailed a painstaking process, and it would work for
only one person per casting.

She’d memorized the procedure, but had never tried
it. How would she obtain the necessary materials? How
would she construct the cumbersome apparatus without
arousing suspicion?

The huge basalt pile of the fortresslike palace loomed
ahead. A guard whispered to her, “No woman has ever
escaped the royal harem. Take a good look at the palace
on the outside, for you’ll never see it again from this
view.”

Once past the gate to the harem, her chains were
struck off and she was conducted by eunuch guards
through a series of doors and halls. Her surroundings
were luxurious, but their beauties were lost on her. What
she really noticed was the heavy contingent of guards,
the locks on the doors, and the bars on the outer win-
dows. Never had she seen such heavy security, and Mar-
ayd had served as a guard in the women’s section of
Daizur’s largest prison and in the national treasury. Any
thoughts she might have had about escaping without the
aid of magic were quickly forgotten.

Next to the security measures, what struck her the
most were Gambreol’s women. One look in their lovely
but dead eyes told Marayd more than she’d ever want to
know about life in a harem. They had no more spirit in
them than the erotic statues of women in obscene poses
that some men found arousing.
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Once Marayd talked to some of the two hundred wives
and concubines, she found that they were equally lacking
in individuality. Their souls—and minds, if they’d ever
had any—had wasted away through neglect. At least in
most of the inmates of the Daizurite prison, their wits
had remained keen and their hope for freedom had still
burned.

Marayd wondered what these women lived for; but
they didn’t really live at all, they merely existed. What
kind of a man would find such creatures exciting? Any
person who thought of a harem as a sensual and pleasur-
able place should actually visit one.

She was handed over to a hard-mannered matron, a
onetime favorite of Gambreol’s whose charms had faded,
and given a bath. Marayd sat in a veined black marble
tub of warm musk-scented water; a handmaid ladled in
hot water from a large caldron.

Then a beautiful if affected-looking brunette, bejew-
eled and clad in elaborate robes of several shades of red,
entered and checked over the newcomer. Marayd felt
only slightly less disgusted than she had been when Gam-
breol had done the same.

The lady asked in an imperative tone, “Do you know
who I am?”

“Should 1?”

“I’'m Lady Baytilis, His Majesty’s first wife and the
mother of the crown prince.” She smirked; “I suppose
you think that with your youth and looks and virginity,
you’ll be able to bend him to your will. I'll have you
know that only one woman has any influence on him at
all, and that’s me.”

Marayd sighed; ‘““You’re welcome to him. I’'m a captive
here, and I want no part of—" Marayd sneered, “—His
Majesty.”

“That’s what many of them say when they come here,
but life in a harem breaks any willfulness in a woman.
Pretty soon you’ll be like all the rest, servile and fawning
and competing with each other for his attention.

“But know this, silly virgin: next to His Majesty, I rule
the harem. My word is your law. If you remember this
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and obey me, we’ll have no trouble. If you defy me, I'll
make you suffer like you’ve never suffered before. Do
you understand?”’

Marayd couldn’t help but laugh. “You pompous,
absurd bitch! Really, you should hear yourself.”

Baytilis shot Marayd a steely glare, then motioned to
her four guards. Suddenly they hefted Marayd bodily; as
she screamed and struggled, they threw her into the cal-
dron of steaming water.

A week later, Marayd was still recovering from her
burns. She was too weak to move, and in no shape for
Gambreol to summon to his chamber. He kept busy
deflowering his other new acquisitions, not to mention
getting reacquainted with the bodies of his favorite wives
and concubines.

If Marayd was temporarily safe, she couldn’t begin her
task of obtaining the materials for her getaway. Would
she have time once she was well enough? He might sum-
mon her then at any moment, assuming she wasn’t
menstruating.

During her convalescence, she was cared for by a
junior concubine named Verit. She was a doe-eyed
blonde barely out of childhood, with a face of piquant
delicacy and a softly rounded form under her typically
flimsy silks. Her voice was soft and lilting, with an accent
Marayd couldn’t quite place.

Her manner was servile toward Baytilis and others who
outranked her, which was practically everyone in the
harem. As with most of the concubines, Verit served as
a handmaid to the favorites. In her double bondage of
being a slave to slaves, she was at the very bottom of
this perverse miniature of society.

However, once Marayd could get her mind off her
pain, she noticed that Verit wasn’t indistinguishable like
the others. She had an air about her . . . just what, Mar-
ayd couldn’t quite say.

But she decided to find out. One day as Verit was
changing her charge’s dressings, Marayd said, “Verit,
how old are you?”
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“Fifteen.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Since 1 was twelve. I was born and raised in the
harem of King Zai. He lost a wager at a tournament to
King Gambreol, and I was part of the stake.”

“Have you never lived outside a harem?”

“No. All I've seen of the world is what I glimpsed
from the window of my carriage during the ten-day jour-
ney here.” Her eyes took on a dreamy look; “But I know
what the world is like. I learn about it from the newcom-
ers who weren’t raised in harems.”

“Like me?”

The blonde head nodded. ‘“That’s one of the reasons
I asked to take care of you. I usually serve Lady Baytilis;
but she has twelve handmaids, and even she can’t need
us all the time.”

“I’'m grateful to you, and I can happily repay you by
telling you of what I've seen of the world outside. But
you said that this is only one of the reasons.”

“There’s also—how can I say it? You’re different from
the others. I've seen maybe thirty newcomers during the
past three years, but never any with so much spirit.”

“And I've noticed that in you. You’re not like the
other harem women.”

Verit whispered in Marayd’s ear, “I can read and write.”

Marayd blinked; “But I heard that’s forbidden in this
harem.”

“I learned it in King Zai’s. It was forbidden there too,
but one of the eunuchs befriended me, and taught me
letters. He secretly brought me several books.”

“You got any here?”

Verit shook her head. “We’re searched too carefully.
I know places where I can hide little treasures such as
jewels or coins, but something as bulky as a book would
be easily found. Have you read many books?”

“I can’t read. I had plenty of chances to learn, but I
didn’t. You had hardly any chance, but you did.”

Verit was kind and attentive; she showed an interest
in Marayd that went beyond caring for an injured




Marayd’s Escape 55

stranger. She clearly wanted to be friends with the new-
comer—and Marayd would need someone who knew her
way around the harem. If Marayd herself were in poor
shape to begin her task, maybe someone else would.

Not that Marayd would let on just what her purpose
was, of course. Any fellow captive who wouldn’t inform
on her would demand to escape with her, and then
inform on Marayd when she revealed that such would be
impossible.

As soon as Marayd had sufficiently recovered, she
moved in with Verit. She spent hours regaling the other
with tales of her adventures, and those of others. Verit
looked impassive as she listened, but Marayd could tell
that inside she was longing for the world her stories
represented.

During one session Marayd asked, ‘‘Verit, what would
you do if you were free?”

She sighed; “Everything.”

“What would your priorities be?”’

“I’d learn all I can. I'd read all the books I could find
and attend all the lectures. Once I knew enough, I'd
teach others.”

“You’d become a scholar, I take it.”

“Yes, but I wouldn’t just teach other scholars. I'd try
to bring learning and wisdom to everyone, especially
those who need it most.” A pause; “I'd live in dignity
and honor, like a human being. Not like I do here.”

“How can there be a mind like yours in a place like
this?”’

“It’s happened. My mother, whose name was also
Verit—" Her eyes grew misty; ‘“‘She was the same way.
She belonged to a band of outlaws in the western hills—
or so I've heard; they were probably just wanderers, and
didn’t really hurt anyone. But they were all killed or
captured. She was taken to King Zai, and he fathered
me on her. She hated her imprisonment; she was con-
stantly trying to escape, and getting caught and punished.
When I was six years old, she almost made it over the
wall—but she was carrying me . . . King Zai decided it’d
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be the last time, and had her tortured to death. I had to
watch.”

Verit sobbed; Marayd embraced her. Meanwhile, her
mind was working away. Verit was exactly the sort of
accomplice she needed.

Once the crying spell was over, Marayd said, “If I
were to ask a special favor of you, would you do it? And
keep it secret?”

“Why, yes. I swear I would.”

Marayd could detect no hesitation, no reservation in
her response. Verit had truly become devoted to her.

Marayd said, “I must be certain that you won’t tell
anyone.”

Verit paused, then said, ‘“There’s one way to be sure.
I'll tell you my secret; that way, if I ever inform on you,
you can do so on me.”

“I wouldn’t, but if you feel a need to unburden your-
self, you can tell me.”

Verit whispered, “The king has used me twice, and
the second time I became pregnant. I aborted the child
with a piece of wire.”

“Why?”

“Because if it were a girl, she’d spend her whole life
in slavery, as I will. She’d never know what it’s like to
be free. She might not even dream of it, as I do.”

“It could’ve been a boy.”

“Then he’d be condemned from birth. According to
the custom of this dynasty, whenver a crown prince
assumes the throne, he has his brothers and half-brothers
killed, lest any of them challenge his rule. But Gambreol
wants children, lots of them. Even daughters; once
they’re old enough, he violates and keeps them like any
concubines. And children of either sex are supposed to
be proof of his manhood. He has them displayed before
important visitors. That’s why he has executed any wife
or concubine who has an abortion and gets caught. I've
seen it happen.” ,

“I didn’t know any of the rest were that brave.”

“The woman who did it wasn’t brave, just desperate.
She was in delicate health, and the court physician
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affirmed that another childbirth would kill her. But the
king made her pregnant anyhow. She tried to save her
life, and lost it.”

“Verit, I can make it so that you’ll never be in that
sort of danger again.”

“How?”

I learned a little magic, and I know a spell that can
help us both. Do you have access to medicinal supplies?”

“Yes. Lady Baytilis is always telling me to go fetch
this potion or that powder. And I had to get the oint-
ments and bandages for your burns.”

“I’ll need three rare herbs, twelve metal rods, and a
sapphire or ruby.”

Verit glanced at the drapery; “Will curtain rods do?”

“They might. Do you have any jewels like I need?”

“Only paste ones, but I can always . . . Marayd, what
exactly is this spell supposed to do?”

Marayd grinned; “It'll guarantee that Gambreol will
never summon either of us to his chamber. Can you guess

Verit clapped her hands and laughed; “Oh, how
clever!”

‘““Are you interested?”

“Am I? Marayd, if I never again feel his clammy hands
on me, it’ll be too soon!”

During the next few days, Verit secured the three
herbs without too much trouble, or so it appeared to
Marayd. She wasn’t sure what connivances Verit used,
but if there were repercussions, Marayd would have felt
them as well.

They found in a storage room a couple of old bronze
braziers falling apart at the joints, and disassembled them
for the six bronze rods. Marayd also came upon a spool
of thin wire which she appropriated to fasten the frame-
work together.

Getting the steel rods was a bit more difficult. They
had to be of four arms’ lengths, but the closest they
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found in the storage rooms were steel curtain rods just
over half as long. They went around checking the larger
curtains when nobody seemed to be noticing . . . which,
of course, sooner or later someone did. When asked what
they were doing, Marayd and Verit concocted stories; the
one that they were looking for a bird that had escaped its
cage worked best. The guards apparently didn’t suspect
them of anything worse than eccentricity, and the harem
women were too dull-witted or apathetic to think at all.
Once alone again, Marayd and Verit would replace a
long rod with two short ones lashed together.

Finally, Marayd acquired all the materials except one.
She picked as the site for the apparatus a large walk-in
linen closet. The door was never locked, but could be
bolted from the inside with a chair against the handle.
She could temporarily hide the rods beneath little-used
piles of bedding, and the room itself was less than a
hundred arms’ lengths from the outer wall of the pal-
ace—and a deserted warehouse she’d spotted on the way
in.

Her plans were going smoothly . . . then came the day
when the guards announced that all the women were
ordered to the harem courtyard to witness a punishment.
When Marayd got there, she found to her horror Verit
stripped and chained to a post.

Lady Baytilis stepped in front of the assembly and
intoned, “You are summoned here to witness the
enforcement of justice. This concubine, Verit, stole a
ruby earring from me. It was found on her person, and
she confesses to the theft. Now see how we deal with
thieves.”

She motioned to a guard, who picked up a whip and
began flogging Verit. She cried out piteously; Marayd
averted her eyes. Never had she felt so hurt and angry

. no, not even when Gambreol had pawed and ogled
her.

Now it was Marayd’s turn to care for her injured
friend. Her wounds were hideous, but Marayd washed
and dressed them tenderly.
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A day later, when Verit had enough strength to speak,
she said, “Marayd, I did my best for you, and. . . .”

Marayd stroked the blonde head. “I know you did,
and I wish it’d been me who’d suffered for it instead of
you. Oh my poor Verit! I'll kill that bitch!”

“Marayd, don’t. Others have tried. She’s too well-
guarded. And besides . . . listen, is that door shut?”

*Nes A

“Put a chair against the knob.”

Marayd complied. “Now what?”’

She raised her hand; “See where I’'m pointing? There’s
a loose tile in the floor.”

Within heartbeats Marayd had pried it free. There,
wrapped in a scrap of silk, lay a glowing red gem.

Marayd gasped, ““Is that—"

“Yes. I replaced the ruby in Baytilis’ earring with one
of my paste gems. Her guards found the earring on me
while I was trying to return it. She’s more arrogant than
smart and hasn’t caught on yet. But sooner or later she
will, so let’s get on with that spell!”

Now Marayd could make her escape at any time, yet
she didn’t. There was a complication she hadn’t counted
on: she couldn’t bear to leave Verit behind.

Marayd realized that she loved Verit. She cared for
her more than she had anyone else, even her kinfolk.
Verit was a trusted comrade in a place in which Marayd
hadn’t expected to trust anybody. They’d forged a bond
that had enabled Verit to endure the agony and shame
of a public flogging. She’d suffered for Maryd’s sake
more than anyone else ever had.

And what had Marayd done for Verit in return? She’d
lied to her. Tricked her. Claimed she’d protect Verit
against being violated by Gambreol. Verit had run great
risks and suffered cruel abuse for the sake of a sham

promise.
Marayd hated herself. If she’d only known she’d come
to love Verit . . . but of course she couldn’t have fore-

seen that. She couldn’t have known how painful it’d be
J to leave her behind.

d
}
N
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But if she could take Verit, what a wonderful life she’d
lead! With her keen mind and compassionate soul, she’d
benefit everyone around her.

Back in Daizur Marayd’s onetime tutor Meteris and

other leading minds had recently founded a school; it
took in a multitude of students whether they could pay
or not. All they needed was a willingness to learn. It'd
never get a finer student than Verit. Once she got the

training she needed, she’d become a shining source of

enlightenment. She might even better the position of
women, so that harems and other abuses would become
things of the past.

But that was not to be. Verit would live out her days
inside the basalt walls, hearing tales of the world beyond
and dreaming of freedom, but never experiencing it. Her
mind would go to waste; perhaps she’d give up trying to
think, as had the rest of the harem. Eventually she’d get
pregnant again, and knowing her she’d abort the child.
This time she might not get away with it.

Seven days later, Marayd noticed with satisfaction that
Verit’s wounds were healing quickly. “I didn’t expect you
to recover so rapidly.”

“I have a reason to do so, now that I have a friend.”

The two embraced; Marayd couldn’t help but cry. She
felt overcome by both love for Verit, and anger at
herself.

Then came a knock on the door. It was a guard, who
said, “Marayd, you’re to report to the baths at once.”

“What?”’

“His Majesty has summoned you for this evening. Pre-
pare yourself.”

He left; Marayd and Verit stared at each other in
shock.

Then Verit said, “It’s finally happened. Marayd, you
can’t put it off any longer. You've got to work that
spell!”

Marayd sat down and thought hard for a few minutes.
Finally, she realized what she would do—what she had
to do.
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She pried free the loose tile and grabbed the ruby,
then rummaged through her belongings for the three bags
of herbs and the spool of wire. She also took out a lamp,
a tiny bottle of soporific spirits she’d used to help Verit
sleep when her wounds were most painful, and the trav-
eling clothes Marayd had arrived in. She said to Verit,
“Come on, let’s go to the linen closet.”

En route they passed a large double curtain in which
they’d replaced the rods. This time, Marayd yanked
down the pair of cords and coiled them neatly.

Once in the linen closet, Verit propped a chair against
the doorknob. Marayd assembled the rods into a cagelike
frame by the faint lamplight. She sprinkled the herbs on
the floor within, then fastened the ruby to the highest
point in the apparatus.

Once it was finished, Marayd handed Verit the travel-
ing clothes. “Put these on.”

6‘Why?”

“I haven’t got time to explain; just do it.”

Verit complied; Marayd began reciting the spell. She
paused just before the end, then said, ‘“Verit, come
here.” Marayd embraced her heartily. “I love you.”

“And I love you, Marayd.”

“I love you so much that I’'m going to grant you more
than you expected. I'm giving you your freedom.”

“What?”

“I lied to you, Verit. This spell, this apparatus is for
teleportation outside the palace walls, to a deserted
warehouse. It can move only one person; I meant to use
it myself, and to make it I took advantage of your kind-
ness. Now I’'m sorry; I’ve got to make it up to you, and
there’s only one way I can.”

Verit stared at the frame, then at Marayd. “‘But—oh,
this is impossible!”

“No it’s not! You're finally going to live in the world
outside, in freedom and dignity.”

“But even if what you say is true, I can’t go without
you!”

“You can and you must!” Marayd clasped her hand;
. “Verit, what am I on the outside? Just another warrior.

-
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I live by killing, by waging war. I’'m part of the cycle of
death and destruction.

“But you, you’re different. You can learn, and put
your knowledge to good use. You can make a difference
in the world. It needs hearts and minds like yours.”

“But I need you! You can’t stay here and let Gambreol
rape you!”

Marayd shook her head; “He won’t. For some of us,
no price is too high for freedom and honor.”

Verit winced; “No! I won’t let you throw your life
away!”

Marayd grasped Verit’s chin; “Then live so that my
death won’t be a waste. Bring peace to the world, just
as I and my kind have brought war. Bring learning and
wisdom and compassion. Make it so that women will
never again suffer abuse from men as we have, and be
forced to make the decision I’ve made.”

“Marayd, I'd never survive on the outside by myself.
I don’t know how!”

Marayd turned her back to Verit and picked up the
soporific spirits and a napkin from a pile on the shelf.
“You’ll learn. Head for my country, for the New School
of Daizur, and ask for Mistress Meteris the sorceress.
Tell her Marayd the Red sent you. I promise you’ll find
a place there.”

“But I can’t live without you. I love you, Marayd. I—"

Then Marayd sprang upon Verit, pinned her arms
behind her back, and pressed against her mouth and nose
the spirits-soaked napkin. Verit struggled, but slumped
and blacked out within heartbeats.

Marayd dragged and shoved her unconscious friend
inside the frame. She kissed her tenderly, then completed
the spell.

Suddenly the rods glowed with an amber nimbus. It
grew brighter, reaching every corner of the room and
bathing Marayd in its warmth. A vortex of energies
swirled around the apparatus; the ruby shone as if on
fire, then suddenly the glow disappeared.

So, too, had Verit. Marayd sighed and smiled; in a
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few minutes the drug would wear off, and Verit would
awaken to a new life.

And soon the guards would be looking for Marayd.
She calmly disassembled the apparatus, tied the steel
rods together in a bundle, and placed it between the
upper shelves on opposite walls so that it formed a bar
across the room. She uncoiled the cords, tied them
together, and fashioned a noose. Marayd threw it over
the bar, and made her escape.



SHE WHO SHIELDS
by Gary W. Herring

Gary Herring says that the reputation cats have acquired
as writer's familiars is overblown; his cat Cuss “has
decided that the word processor is a rival for my
affections and spends much of her time trying to distract
me when I'm trying to write.”

I have now no resident cat; when the kids left home,
Kristoph took Mozart, Kat took Pywacket and Isabel (the
one we called the plaid kitty, because of her strange
coloring), and Beth took Patches, leaving me with no
felines in residence but Victoria Regina, to whom, being
made of fluff, Lisa is not allergic. | have owned cats
since | was four, and the house feels empty without one.
However, | swore when Solange died that I'd never get
attached to another cat. | don’t really know how |
acquired the others; but | had to go to considerable trou-
ble to keep Mozart off the keyboard; cat hairs and com-
puters should not be mixed. Or so my field service
engineer says (and she’s been very nice about it all; she
must have replaced my system board at least four times
in as many years).

“She Who Shields” was submitted to me as a sequel
to Gary’s first sale, “Hawk’s Hill,” which | bought for the
last of these anthologies. As you can see, | don't object
to series; but amateurs should learn to write them first;
not talk about them. If there’s one thing | can'’t stand it's
the unpublished writer who rambles on about the series
he wants to write when not even one story has ever
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been published. Let him rave about his great unwritten
works to his mother, not to a busy editor. Or when an
editor invites you to lunch, then (at his or her invitation)
you can tell all about your great unwritten works. Until
then, keep them for a loving mother—or the equally
unsold members of your writer's club. (I go along with
Bob Tucker who said the best writer's club was “about
eight feet long, with spikes.”)

pounded on the door of the inn. A snow-laden

wind whistled through the yard, making the two
horses whicker and stamp at the hitching post by the
woodpile. Sharik shivered in her winter cloak. Behind
her, a baby wailed piercingly, protesting the numbing
cold. Swearing under her breath, she knocked again.

“I don’t see any lights,”” Ressa said. She set down her
bag and rearranged her thin cloak to shield her baby
from the wind. “Maybe this isn’t the right inn.”

Sharik gestured at the sign over the door. The yellow
glow of her oil lantern shone through swirling snow to
reveal a red silhouette of a spread-winged bird. ‘“That’s
my Order’s sign,” she said. “You don’t see any lights
because the shutters are closed. The thickwits’ve all gone
to bed.” She glanced up at the night sky and added,
“Right now I wouldn’t care if this was the Winter Lord’s
palace, long as it’s got four walls and a roof.”” She started
hammering steadily on the door.

Whoever’s in there has till I count to ten, she vowed
silently, and then, Lord and Lady, I'm breaking this door
down.

The door swung open as Sharik reached “‘seven.” She
just missed hitting a handsome fellow of sixteen or so in
the face. He ducked and cursed. “What the hell d’you
want,” he demanded, blinking sleepily and hefting a stick
of firewood in one hand.

Sharik snorted and shoved him aside, leading Ressa
into the candle-lit taproom. A banked fire glowed in a

Sharik slung her saddlebags over her shoulder and
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stone hearth on the far wall and the two women made
straight for it. ““Stable our horses,” Sharik ordered over
her shoulder.

“Hell I will,” the boy snapped. “You can’t just—"

Sharik dropped her saddlebags to the floor, shrugged
out of her wet cloak, and faced him; a tall, russet-haired
woman of eighteen in the uniform of the Order of the
Red Hawk. The emblem on the right breast of her quilt
jerkin was the same as that adorning the inn’s sign, and
for good reason. The Hawks owned this place. The
Order held the keep at Atenawa and maintained a small
garrison to protect the Grain Lady’s temple at Tarzy’s
Forge. The distance between the two had made a safe
haven for couriers necessary. If the inn made a profit
from the other travelers on the road, well and good,
but the business of the War Lady’s fighting order took
precedence at all times.

The young man’s eyes flicked from Sharik’s uniform
to the sword at her hip and back again. ‘“Stable the
horses,” he muttered with a nod. He took a lantern from
a peg by the door and lit it from one of the candles, then
he put on a jacket and went out into the winter wind.

Ressa had laid her son, Dreyan, on the raised hearth
and was blowing on his hands and feet. Brushing snow
from her braided hair, Sharik blew out her lantern and
set it on the floor by Ressa’s bag, then she stirred the
coals with a poker until the flames leapt and crackled.
Replacing the poker, she sat on the hearth and sighed as
the warmth seeped through her clothes.

“Lord and Lady, this feels good. Much longer and I'd
have frozen to the saddle. How’s the kid?”

Ressa had removed her cloak and was letting Dreyan
nurse. “He’s all right,” she said without looking up, “but
I think you got us here just in time.”

Sharik studied her traveling companion in the firelight.
Ressa was no older than she was—maybe a little younger.
With hair like light honey and bright blue eyes, she’d
have been quite pretty but for the dark, wine-colored
birthmark that covered the left side of her face. Since
that afternoon, when they’d met on the road, Ressa had
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held her head so that the mark was out of sight. Now,
as she watched her baby nurse, a soft smile melted the
sadness of that imperfect face. The difference was
striking.

“For a while I thought I'd gotten us lost,” Sharik
admitted. “I’ve never been by here before.” The wind
moaned outside, and she suddenly felt sorry for the man
out there with the horses. “Lucky we got here when we
did,” she said.

“Lucky indeed, with that snow coming down,” said a
voice that wasn’t Ressa’s.

Startled, Sharik looked up at a sturdy woman with
graying dark hair. Her dress was plain and she wore a
gravy-stained apron over it. She smiled at the emblem
on Sharik’s jerkin and spoke in the Temple Speech,
“Greetings to thee in the name of She Who Shields.”

Sharik rose to her feet and gave the other half of the
ritual greeting, “And to thee in the name of She Who
Avenges.” Switching back to Hjelmaric, she said, “I'm
Trooper Sharik of Eshan. From Atenawa.”

“Trin of Gliest,” the older woman said, offering her
hand. “Welcome to the Hawk’s Nest. I'm the innkeeper.
How’d you get on Commander Hring’s bad side, Trooper
Sharik?”

“Huh? How—?”

Trin chuckled and nodded at the saddlebags on the
floor. “You’re on courier duty,” she stated. “To the
squad at Tarzy’s Forge, right? That old sow, Hring, saves
wintertime courier duty for whichever new Trooper-First
she likes the least. What was your mortal sin?”’

Sharik smiled gloomily. “I was late for morning roll
call a few days ago.”

Trin hissed with exaggerated sympathy and then
laughed. She turned to Ressa, who watched silently from
the hearth. “What brings you and your baby here on
such a lovely evening, milady?”

“My—my husband died two months ago, Mistress,”
Ressa answered. She looked away to her left, though
Trin had given no sign of having noticed the wine-mark.
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“He had no kin, so I’'m on my way to Stalo’s Heath to
be with my family.”

“I’'m sorry,” Trin said gravely. Her smile returned
after a moment. “Call me Trin, please. ‘Mistress’ makes
me feel my age. C’mon to the kitchen, Trooper Sharik.
Stew’s in the pot. You two are the only guests tonight
and the servants are all abed, so you’ll have to help me
fetch your supper.”

“I thought we’d be covered up by the snow before that
young fellow let us in,” Sharik remarked as she followed
after the innkeeper.

“Ah well, that’s Emry,” Trin said with a nod. “He’s
the ostler’s apprentice. A good lad, but set him in front
of a fire and he goes right to sleep.” She stepped aside
to let Sharik go ahead and then pulled the kitchen door
shut behind her.

“All right,” she asked, the cheerfulness falling away
from her like a mask, “who in Winter’s Hell is your
friend out there, Trooper, and how did you meet her?”

The change from jolly innkeeper to efficient officer
was so sudden that it took Sharik a moment to answer.
“I—I met her this afternoon. On the road. As for who
she is, you heard her yourself.”

Trin snorted. “The only Stalo’s Heath I’ve ever heard
of is a little place up north—she’s heading away from it.
A young widow with a new baby could find sanctuary at
any temple in return for a few light chores and wait till
spring to travel, so what the hell’s she doing on the road
in a blizzard?”

Sharik felt her face burning. “When I found her, she
was almost passed out in her saddle,” she said defen-
sively. “I could tell from looking at her that she’s only
just recovered from birthing, and I could smell the Lord-
damned snow coming. What was I supposed to do, leave
her to freeze? What would you have done?”

Trin glared, then shook her head. “I’d probably have
done the same as you,” she admitted. “Though it
would’ve served me right if she’d turned out to be a lure
in some bandit’s trap.” She went to a shelf and started
setting wooden bowls on the table.
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“I’ll put her up till it’s safe to travel again,” she said.
“I’'ll bill it to you. And just in case, we’ll arrange it so
she doesn’t leave till you’re well on your way.”

“You’d let her travel alone?” Sharik asked coldly.
“With a child that young?”

“I’ve a notion she’s used to it. For a woman on courier
duty, you collect odd companions.” Trin started filling a
serving bowl from a large, simmering pot in the kitchen
fireplace. The smell was wonderful, and Sharik almost
lost Trin’s next works in the rumbling of her stomach.

“Besides,” the older Hawk said, ‘“‘whatever she’s run-
ning from isn’t likely to catch up with her in this
weather.”

Supper was a thick mutton and onion stew, with brown
bread and beer. Sharik hadn’t realized how hungry she
was until she’d started eating. She was already wiping
her bowl clean with a scrap of bread when Emry returned
from the stables, stamping snow from his boots. Very
politely, now that he was wide awake, the ostler’s
apprentice informed them that their horses were all set-
tled for the night. This done, he sank into an armchair
by the hearth and fell asleep.

Sharik regarded him with a speculative smile. Hot food
had put her in a much better mood. Emry wasn’t so
young as he’d seemed at first, and he was rather fine-
looking. Maybe. . . .

No, no. She was on duty until she delivered the dis-
patches in those Lord-damned saddle bags. If Trin found
out, and she would, she’d report it to Hring and there’d
be hell to pay. Sharik resigned herself to a chilly night
and helped herself to another bowl of stew.

Smiling, Trin joined them at their table and began ask-
ing about what they’d seen on the road. The questions
were bantering in tone, but most were directed at Ressa.
Sharik knew that the young mother was being gently
pumped for information, and she watched with fascina-
tion. Much as the confrontation in the kitchen rankled
her, she had to admire Trin’s acting skill. Gone was the
Hawk with a sword blade for a spine. In her place was
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a good-humored innkeeper who cared only for hearty
food, happy guests, and a bit of harmless gossip.

A brown old man who seemed as hard as a horseshoe,
and whom Trin introduced as the ostler, came to look
them over and wake his napping apprentice with a kick
in the shin. Once he’d left, twin serving girls came to
cluck over Dreyan and ask questions of their own. One
of them stared openly at Ressa, but Trin cleared her
throat dangerously and they both went hurrying back to
bed.

Ressa ignored the stares. She spoke only when spoken
to, answering all questions with either a “yes,” “no,” or
“I don’t know.” When Dreyan began crying and Ressa
took him to the hearth to change him, Trin finally gave
up and started clearing the table. She paused and seemed
to listen, then she shouted, “Wake up, Emry!”

The apprentice ostler, who had dozed off again, jerked
awake and looked around guiltily. “I think I hear the
horses,” Trin told him. “Go make sure you’ve barred
the door.”

Emry grumbled and rose to fetch his coat and lantern
while Trin picked up an armload of dishes. “T’ll just leave
these by the basin for the girls to clean in the morning,”
she told Sharik. “I’ll be back to show you your rooms in
just a blink.” .

Sharik debated offering Emry a hand, but the wind
chose that moment to rattle the shutters and she decided
to join Ressa by the fire instead. A blast of cold air blew
through the open door when the young man left, and she
congratulated herself on her good sense. She yawned and
looked over Ressa’s shoulder.

“Ugh,” she said, making a face. “That’s what I
remember most about babies. That and the smell.”

“You wouldn’t mind so much if he were yours,” Ressa
assured her with a smile.

“Lady spare me,” Sharik laughed. “I had my fill of
that when I was a girl. Not only did I have to watch my
brother when Ma was busy, but every time neighbors
came visiting, I wound up minding their brats, too. Never
again.”
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“Here.” Ressa handed Dreyan up to her. “Hold him
while I put this stuff away.”

Sharik hesitated, and then took the boy. She had an
awkward moment before she remembered how you held
a baby. Dreyan squirmed and waved his fists at her, then
he settled down and closed his eyes. She held very still,
fearful of the squawk he might make if she woke him.

He looks like a tiny old man, she thought. All red and
wrinkled.

“Maybe you’ll get one of your own someday,” Ressa
teased.

“Hunh! Not likely.” Sharik considered and added, “It
happens sometimes. Not very often. After five years, you
can petition for inactive status. What you do with it’s
your business, long as you keep the law and let the Order
know where you are if you’re needed. Some settle down
and raise families.”

“Ever had any second thoughts"” Ressa asked. “About
being a Hawk, I mean.’

“No,” Sharik said quickly, which was a lie. There had
been doubts. Looking at the child resting 'in her arms
brought some back. All the girls my age back home are
wives by now, she realized. Hell, most are probably moth-
ers. This is as close as I'm ever likely to come to a child
of my own.

Trin reappeared with a lantern in hand and a thick
wool cloak wrapped about her shoulders. She regarded
Sharik and Dreyan with a twitch of her lips and said,
“I’ll be back soon. We need a little more firewood for
breakfast tomorrow.”

“Need any help?” Sharik asked.

“No. I'll just fetch an armload in to dry overnight.”
Trin shut the door quickly, but the momentary chill woke
Dreyan. He whimpered, and Sharik held him tighter until
Ressa took him back and sat down on the hearth, rocking
gently.

“Think we’ll be able to travel tomorrow?” she asked.

Sharik shrugged. “Depends on the weather. Might be
too much snow on the ground in the morning.” Recalling
Trin’s suspicions, she added, “The Grain Lady’s temple
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in Tarzy’s Forge offers sanctuary, and it has a squad of
Hawks for guards.” Ressa stiffened, but she continued,
“If you’re in some kind of trouble—"’

The front door slammed open and Emry ran in amidst
a cloud of snow. “It’s got her,” he yelled wildly. “A
demon’s got Trin!”

Sharik’s reflexes took over. She was out the door in
an instant, sword in hand. The wind cut like a steel
blade, and the shifting curtain of snow made vision fuzzy
and indistinct, despite the light from the doorway. Up
ahead, she saw a smudge of light by the white shape
of the woodpile—Trin’s lantern. She trudged toward it
cautiously, slipping once in the cold, calf-deep blanket
that covered the yard.

“Stop.”

The voice carried clearly over the wind. Sharik halted
and shifted her grip on her sword. A figure stepped from
behind the woodpile and into the light of the lantern on
the ground. She sucked in her breath at the sight.

Standing naked in the snow, smiling in the freezing
wind, was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He
was lean and well-muscled, with a fine face and dark
yellow hair. He stooped gracefully and picked up the
lantern, his eyes glimmering red in its light.

“I have the woman,” he said in a deep, compelling
voice. “Bring me the child, or she dies.”

It took a moment for the words to register. Sharik
licked her lips. “What child?” she asked, trying to hide
her surprise and embarrassment.

The stranger grinned. “Ressa’s child,” he said. “The
son of the woman with the marked face. Tell her that
Haldan is here, and that she has till sunrise to give me
the boy. Else I'll kill the woman a piece at a time. Now
FO5 'y
“How do I know she’s still alive?” Sharik demanded.
“Let me see her.”

llGo!”

Sharik shivered and ground her teeth in frustration.
He carried no weapon, that was certain. She could rush
him here and now. But the damned snow was slippery,
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and if he could stand there up to his knees in the stuff
without a stitch on, who knew what else he could do?
There was no telling where he kept Trin, or if he was
alone. He had the advantage.

Silently cursing that damned smile, she turned her
back on him and marched away. She looked back when
she reached the door, but he was gone, lantern and all.

When she returned to the taproom, she found the
other servants standing in a circle around Emry. The old
ostler looked both worried and skeptical all at once. The
twins were wide-eyed with fright—one was crying. They
all spoke at once. “What was it?” ‘“What did you see?”
“Is she still alive?”

Ressa stood silently by the hearth, holding Dreyan
close. She stared at Emry as though he were a viper.

Sharik slammed the door and shouted, “Quiet!” She
paused in the silence to collect her thoughts. “Trin’s
alive,” she said with as much conviction she could mus-
ter. “Emry, tell me what happened.”

The frightened young man swallowed hard and stam-
mered, “I—I was on my way back from looking in on
your horses. They’d been spooked and were kicking their
stalls, but I got them calmed down. I saw Mistress Trin
by the woodpile and called to her. She told me to come
over and lend a hand with the firewood.” Emry’s face
twisted. “Something . . . climbed over top of the wood-
pile and grabbed her.”

“And you just ran?”’ the ostler asked harshly.

“Trin told me to,” Emry protested. “It stood there in
the light and we both saw it clear. It was on all fours at
first, but when it reared up to grab Trin, it looked like
a man. Only hairy all over, with jaws like a wolf. Its eyes
shone all red.”

There was a gasp from ‘the hearth. Ressa’s face had
gone as white as milk. Her red birthmark stood out like
fresh blood.

“Did it speak, Emry?” Sharik asked, keeping her eyes
on Ressa. “Did it say anything?”
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“Say anything,” Emry repeated blankly. “It growled
some.”

Sharik compared his description to what she’d seen
and frowned. She walked up to Ressa, who seemed
rooted to the floor, and said, ‘“Haldan.”

Right in the heart. Ressa looked around wildly, like a
hare in a trap. Seeing no way out, she dropped to her
knees before Sharik. “In the name of She Who Shields,”
she gasped out, “I ask protection for my son.”

A sharp tingle went through Sharik, and something
seemed to stir at the very back of her mind—something
that coolly appraised Ressa and her son. Then her anger
rose. Roughly, she took Ressa by the wrist and led her
to the kitchen. ‘“We mustn’t be disturbed,” she told the
others.

When they were alone, Sharik ordered Ressa to sit.
“Do you understand what you’ve asked of me?” she
asked sharply.

“Y-yes,” Ressa said, her eyes on the child in her lap.
Sharik doubted her. Protection was one of the Order of
the Red Hawk’s oldest traditions. It dated from before
there had been an Order; when the Hawks had been
disorganized bands of women who’d sought sanctuary at
the temples of the Lady’s other aspects for one reason
or another, and repaid that sanctuary by taking up arms
to guard those temples from bandits and the like.

“You’ve asked me to become Dreyan’s champion,”
Sharik told her. “Not just against whatever’s out there,
but against anyone in here who might try to toss the boy
outside.

“What I don’t think you know is that protection has a
price—the truth. The War Lady won’t shield anyone
from a fate they deserve. Before I can grant you Her
protection, I've got to know from whom and why, and
She won’t allow Her servants to be deceived.” Or so her
instructors at the Order’s school had told her. She’d
never done this before. “Tell me about Haldan,” she
said. “Who is he and why does he want your son?”

Ressa hesitated for several moments, watching her
son. Finally, she said, “Haldan was . .. he is my hus-
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band. And Dreyan’s father. He’s also one of the
beastfolk.”

“A shapechanger?” Sharik stared in frank astonish-
ment and harked to Emry’s description of what he’d
seen. It could be, though it was damned hard to believe.
The beastfolk were a race apart, occupying remote for-
ests and mountain ranges. They valued their privacy, and
about all the rest of Hjelmark knew of them for certain
was that they existed. There were stories that they some-
times preyed on humanfolk, but her instructors had dis-
missed such tales as overblown accounts of starving
wolves and bears. “How in Winter’s Hell did you come
to marry into that tribe?”

“I didn’t know what he was,” Ressa answered. ““I was
a servant of the Lord of Pard’s Ridge. Haldan was the
forester. The new forester—the old one’d been killed by
an animal, and Haldan got the job by bringing in a wolf
he said had done it. We met at my Lord’s house, and he

. . courted me.”

Ressa covered her birthmark with one hand. Sharik
remembered her own reaction at her first sight of Hal-
dan, wild and magnificent. What had it been like for
Ressa, to have someone like that seek her out?

“We married,” Ressa continued. “I was happy, though
he was away a lot. Many sheep were lost that year, and
some shepherds, too. Haldan always came back with a
wolf, or a bear, or poachers, but the killings always
started again a month or two later.

“It wasn’t long before Dreyan was born that he finally
told me the truth—that he’d murdered the old forester
and the others. He’s a renegade among his own kind;
exiled because he’d killed men for sport. He wanted to
start a tribe of his own, so he’d wed me. All he’d wanted
was a child. Once Dreyan was weaned, he meant to
leave. Worse, he told me that—that there was chance
that Dreyan’d be human instead of a shapechanger. He
said he’d be able to tell after a few months, and that if
Dreyan was human, he’d . . .” Ressa looked down at her
son, “. . . he’d be prey.”

Horrified, Sharik looked at Dreyan, who yawned and
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waved a fist at his mother. Lord and Lady, she thought,
feeling her stomach lurch, his own son! “So you ran,”
she guessed aloud. “And he followed. Why didn’t you
just accuse him to your lord?”

Ressa laughed bitterly. “Who’d have believed me if
I'd said I hadn’t known what he was? I'd been his wife
for more than a year.”

Ressa fell silent and Sharik leaned back against the
wall, ignoring the other woman’s eager gaze and waiting
for a sign. The story made sense, but something about it
felt wrong, somehow. The War Lady didn’t appear with
sword and armor amidst a thunderclap to accuse Ressa
of lying, but the sense of someone looking over her
shoulder was still there, stronger than before. She felt a
growing certainty that could be put into words only by
saying, ‘““You have lied.”

She wasn’t aware of having said the words aloud, but
Ressa started and said, “Hawk, I told the truth.”

Sharik regarded her coolly, not bothering to reply.
Ressa finally bowed her head, defeated.

“I knew from the start,” she whispered. “Haldan told
me everything before we were married. He didn’t think
he could keep it secret.”

“Why did you agree?” Sharik asked implacably. Was
there a hint of someone else’s voice within her own?

Angry tears filled Ressa’s eyes as she ran her fingers
over the wine-colored mark that eclipsed half of her face.
“Why should I have cared what he did to the others?”
she demanded, half sobbing. “I’d never been any more
to them than a night’s fun or the butt of jokes. I'd heard
stories about the beastfolk. How a man bitten by one
becomes one, and how their bodies have no flaws. Hal-
dan was perfect. He swore that when Dreyan was born,
he’d make me as he is. Without flaw.” She looked away,
always to the left, and her voice went dull.

“I believed him. I didn’t wonder till later why he
needed a child to start his tribe if he could change
humanfolk into his kind.”

“So you left when you realized that he meant to betray
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you?” Sharik’s voice was icy, but Ressa looked up and
met her eyes.

“I left because he’d have killed my son if I'd stayed.”

That, Sharik knew, was the truth. She watched Dreyan,
who was looking around crossly. How much of him was
human? How much of his father waited behind those
blue eyes? It didn’t matter. The boy was guiltless, at least
so far, and her vows had been specific.

“By She Who Shields,” Sharik said, “I will protect
your son.”

Tension drained from Ressa and she slumped a little.
“Thank you, Hawk,” she whispered.

Thank your son, Sharik thought sourly as she strode
out of the room.

Sharik stepped out into the snow and looked around
carefully. There was no sign of Haldan, but she didn’t
doubt that she was being watched. She walked about four
yards from the inn and stopped, waiting.

The storm had died down a little. The wind was merely
a breeze now, though it still raised gooseflesh through
Ressa’s threadbare dress and cloak. Sharik’s hair was
bound tightly under the hood, and red paint had been
daubed on one side of her face. In her arms she held a
piece of firewood wrapped in Dreyan’s blanket. Hidden
by the blanket was a dagger gripped in her right hand.

The dagger’s wooden hilt was sweaty despite the cold.
She’d have given anything to have her sword right now,
but the disguise was chancy enough as it was. She
wouldn’t fool anyone who got a good look at her, but
with some snow still falling, and Ressa’s clothes to con-
fuse her scent, Haldan might not realize his danger until
she was close enough to use the blade.

That would have to be damned close. She’d spent the
last hour quizzing Ressa about her husband, looking for
something she could use against him. Fortunately, when
Haldan had offered his wife power, he’d mentioned some
weaknesses, too. There was silver, of course, but that
was no help here. Unless she could stuff a few coins
down the bastard’s throat. Fire wasn’t much better. Steel
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could do the trick, but not easily. It seemed the beastfolk
healed fast. Haldan had boasted to Ressa that if a wound
made by steel wasn’t instantly fatal, he could ignore it.
There weren’t many places a dagger could reach that
would kill a man-sized target at once, and Sharik would
have to be standing right next to Haldan to get at them.

It was a pity Ressa hadn’t had more nerve. She’d had
plenty of chances at her husband. She could’ve killed him
in his sleep any night and spared everyone a lot of—

There was a light up ahead. Sharik tightened her grip
on her dagger and watched as two figures walked out of
the gloom and stopped about ten yards away. Trin’s
hands were tied behind her back. She looked frozen, and
mad enough to spit nails, but unhurt. Haldan was still
smiling and still as bare as the day he was born, but now
Sharik found herself regarding him as merely a target.

“Bring him here, Ressa,” Haldan called to her.

Sharik didn’t trust her voice to fool him. She shook
her head and pointed at Trin. Haldan’s smile never fal-
tered. He shrugged carelessly and shoved the older Hawk
forward. Trin strumbled and nearly fell in the snow, then
she staggered toward the inn, stiff from the cold. Haldan
beckoned to Sharik, and she began walking toward him.

Through an eye, she thought. Or an ear. Heart's too
risky—too many ribs. Gotta get close, gotta get close. If
only we had a bow. Bless me, Lady, this is not how I
imagined my first battle!

She came abreast of Trin and saw her give a little start
of recognition. Sharik moved on with a small nod of her
head, hoping that the older woman would do the sensible
thing and keep walking. Trin couldn’t help with her
hands bound, and there wouldn’t be time to free her.
The innkeeper swore softly, and Sharik heard her trudge
away- through the snow.

She was about three yards from Haldan when his smile
vanished. He stared hard at her, then he dropped the
lantern, fell to all fours, and changed.

Sharik hadn’t known what to expect—Ressa had never
seen her husband’s transformation. She’d hoped that
changing shape would be a lengthy process, giving her
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time to use the dagger, but Haldan’s contours flowed like
quicksilver in the light of the fallen lantern for no more
than a heartbeat. The suddenness of it shocked her into
paralysis. Haldan looked up, red-eyed, his straw-colored
pelt stiff with rage. He roared a challenge through a
wolf’s steaming muzzle and lunged over the snow at her.

‘That roar broke the spell. Sharik hurled the piece of
firewood as hard as she could. Haldan ducked under it
and slammed into her, knocking her flat on her back.
The snow was as cold as death through her clothes, and
pain lanced through her side. Haldan was on her in an
instant. A taloned hand fastened around her throat and
she felt a claw slice through the skin over her jaw. His
jaws stretched wide, baring teeth like knives.

Sharik thrust her dagger into his stomach. Haldan
grunted at the blow, and then screamed as she cut him
across the belly. He twisted off of her and away, blood
spraying her arm and chest. She tried to rise and press
the attack, but the snow and the pain in her ribs slowed
her. By the time she got to her feet, Haldan had recov-
ered. He raked her leg and she fell to her knees with a
scream. Haldan wrapped his arms around her, pinning
hers to her sides, and bore her down. His breath steamed
into her face, hot and rancid. Sharik twisted desperately
and his teeth clicked shut next to her ear. His head
reared back. Slowly, dreamily, those teeth came for her
throat again.

Something hit his back. Sharik felt the blow through
his body. Snarling, Haldan leapt up and whirled, releas-
ing her. She climbed painfully to a crouch and saw Ressa
standing there, wrapped in a borrowed shift and clumsily
lifting a sword as though she were chopping wood. Hal-
dan made a coughing sound that might have been laugh-
ter. He backhanded his wife into the snow and turned
back to finish Sharik.

Screaming a warcry, Sharik surged to her feet, driving
her dagger up through his lower jaw and into the base
of his skull. He choked raggedly on the blade and top-
pled over backward. She landed on top of him, throwing
her weight on the dagger, pushing it deeper. She twisted

R v
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the blood-slick hilt and heard bone crack. Haldan shud-
dered and lay still.

Sharik looked up at Ressa and grinned fiercely. The
other woman shivered where she’d fallen and looked
sick. Trin was shouting, and the others were running
through the snow toward them. There was blood on the
snow, like Ressa’s birthmark against her skin. A glint of
steel caught Sharik’s eye and she noticed the sword lying
near Ressa.

“That’s my sword!”. she protested weakly as she was
lifted to her feet.

Two days later, four travelers appeared at the door of
the Hawk’s Nest. Three men and a woman, on foot.
Their trail led from the edge of the forest across the
road, through snow too deep for a horse. Sharik watched
their approach from the little window of her room, and
she knew them for beastfolk at once. The way they car-
ried themselves, the way they walked, all reminded her
of Haldan’s careless, feral grace.

Getting into her clothes was difficult, even after she’d
intimidated one of the twins into helping her. Her chest
was wrapped to bind her cracked ribs, and the gashes in
her leg were stitched up. A spike of pain took her breath
whenever she stretched or moved too fast. The collar of
her shirt hid the clawmarks on her throat, all but the
finger-length cut running along the line of her jaw, from
her chin almost to her ear. Sharik studied it for a long
time in the tiny mirror the serving girl provided, and then
she dismissed it. Scars were something a Hawk got used
to, according to her instructors, and this one was mild
compared to some she’d already seen.

When she’d finally gotten her sword buckled on, she
limped downstairs. Trin met her at the landing. “They
came hunting Haldan,” the older Hawk said without pre-
amble. “Somehow, his tribe heard about the killings in
Pard’s Ridge. Two of ’em have gone with Emry to see
the body. The others are with Ressa.”

“You trust them?” Sharik asked, wobbling a little on
her feet.
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“Do I have a choice?” Trin said as she took her arm
and helped her into the taproom. “You’re in no shape
to take ’em on. Come sit down before you tear those

| stitches.”

Ressa sat at a table with Dreyan in her lap, talking
earnestly to the woman and one of the men. They all
looked up when Trin seated Sharik in the armchair by
the hearth and took up a post of her own nearby.

The two shapechangers were handsome, though their
clothing was ill-fitting wool and plain leather. Both wore
necklaces of animal teeth, claws, feathers, and bits of
bone on braided leather thongs. They regarded Sharik
gravely and spoke to each other in low tones. The lan-
guage was new to her, though she caught an occasional
word of Hjelmaric.

When Emry returned with the others, the woman said
something to them and nodded at her. One of the two,
a broad man with gray in his brown beard, approached
her chair. His necklace was more ornate than the others,
with metal trinkets and wire worked in among the rest.
Sharik guessed that he was the leader.

“You are Hawk Sharik, who killed Haldan?” he asked
in heavily accented Hjelmaric.

“I am,” Sharik replied warily. Her hand rested lightly
on the hilt of her sword. Behind her, Trin had tensed.

“He was kinless,” the shapechanger said. “A rogue
who brought us shame. Do what you want with the
body.” He plucked one of the metal decorations from
his necklace and pressed it into her hand. “You have
friends in the Gedna Hills, Hawk Sharik,” he told her.

Sharik looked at the trinket in her palm. It was a little
disk of beaten brass, with a stag’s head delicately etched
onto its face. “Th-thank you,” she said. The shape-
changer nodded and rejoined his fellows at the table,
leaving her to hope that her friends in Gedna, wherever
that was, would forgive her if she never visited.

The beastfolk began talking among themselves. Occa-
" sionally the leader or the woman—they seemed to be
~ the only ones who spoke Hjelmaric—would ask Ressa
~ something, and her answer would set them off again.
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As best Sharik could tell, Dreyan was the point of the
discussion.

Ressa sat calmly and watched the four of them with
interest while her son dozed in her arms. She smiled
readily, meeting every gaze heedless of the birthmark
that was in plain sight. Might be relief, Sharik thought,
running her thumb along the cut on her jaw, or it might
be something more. Lady, there’s still a hell of a lot 1
don’t like about her—she could have prevented all this—
but she is changed.

When the conference broke up, the four visitors
trooped outside and headed for the woods. Sharik felt
herself relax a little. Trin sighed gustily and made for the
kitchen, ordering Emry to fetch the girls to help with
dinner. Ressa came over to sit on the hearth near Shar-
ik’s chair.

“They’ll be back tomorrow,” she said, setting her son
on her lap. “They want Dreyan to return with them. If
he does turn out to be a shapechanger, it’s best if he’s
among his own kind.”

Sharik looked down at the child and sought some hint
of the otherness that had been so strong in the four
who’d just left. She sensed nothing, but he was so young.
Even Haldan hadn’t been sure. “What if he’s human?”
she asked quietly.

“Then we’ll go someplace else.” Ressa replied.

“We? You’re going along? They’re a clannish bunch,
I’'ve heard. Will you be welcome?”

“I don’t know,” Ressa admitted, her eyes on Dreyan.
“I don’t think these four do either. They didn’t try to lie
to me; they really don’t know if I’ll be welcome or not.
They offered to foster him, but I can’t leave him now.”
She was silent for a while, and when she spoke again,
she almost whispered.

“When Dreyan was born, I—I had no time for a Nam-
ing ceremony. You said there’s a temple in Tarzy’s
Forge.” She looked up. “Sharik, when you get there,
would you ask the priestesses to say a prayer and a Nam-
ing for Dreyan of Kelsera? Would you . . . stand in my
place for the Naming?”
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Sharik blinked in surprise. “You want me to be his
godmother?”

Ressa smiled. “I can’t think of anyone better.”

Sharik looked from mother to child, her head full of
objections. She and the boy would likely never set eyes
on each other again. She’d never be anything more to
him than a story his mother told, and he’d be just a
memory to her. What good was such a godmother? The
idea was ridiculous.

But someone had to speak for the mother in a Naming,
and only rarely did a Hawk raise a family. Given the life
she’d chosen, this might be as close as she’d ever come
to a child of her own.

“Yes,” Sharik said softly. “Yes, I'll do both. May I
hold him, please?”
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made their debut here. Under the name Jennifer O’Green
she has also written romances; writers have to do the
damnedest things to make a living. | used to be becrog-
gled by the lists of weird jobs writers had held; it finally
came to me that it's because you dare not, when you're
a writer, commit to any job you can't leave at two weeks
notice when lightning strikes ... translation; when an
editor buys something and gives you a deadline.

Jennifer is married to a former Air Force fighter pilot
turned computer game designer; and her household
includes a Labrador, a Welsh Corgi, a 160-pound Great
Dane/lrish Wolfhound cross—and two cats who “boss
around a total of 265 pounds of canine quite competently.”
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alf-grown, half-starved, and only half a woman; he
Hreckoned her twelve, possibly. With the eyes of a
desperation more appropriate to the dying.

At the door, resolution wavered. Her hands remained
on the rough sacking tacked up to keep out the road
dust; wood was too dear for doors. She lingered there,
clutching tightly, until a man came in behind her and
tore the fabric away, swearing at the impediment. The
man wanted ale immediately. And a whore, probably
_sooner.

A second glance, and briefly: then the man was push-
ing by, muttering of girl-babes just quit of the breast
wandering unasked into men’s affairs.

The girl bit into her lip, staring blindly after him. Then
the tears faded. The small chin firmed. Resolve blazed
in dark eyes. She moved stiffly aside from the entrance
and stared hard at each man. The room was full of them:
ten, twelve, maybe twenty. She looked at every man,
weighing each in his turn, until she came to him, and
saw him staring back. Weighing even as she did.

Color waned, then returned, tinting the dusky skin.
He looked back dispassionately, contemplating the girl:
~ disheveled dark hair spilling over narrow shoulders; the
curve of brow and cheek, too young yet for coarseness;
the fingertip cleft in her chin. Beneath the dust, behind
the hair, without the disfiguring bruises, she promised
. one day to be pretty. If she lived that long. For now, no
one knew it; it was her only hope.

But in her the hope was extinguished. She knew the
world too well.
She came, as he expected. Crossed the room from door
. to corner, to stand beside his table. Trembling violently,
- and hating herself for it.
The tapster also came, to shoo away the pest.
= “No,” he said softly.
The tapster was shooed instead.
The girl stared at him, trying to tame her trembling.
" Her torn, knee- -length tunic matched the door sacking.
- The stains of it matched the table: drying blood, and
spilled wine.
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“Well?” he asked quietly.
She reached to the bottom of her tunic and untied the

dirty knot. Something glinted briefly. Then she set it |

down on the table, where he could see the cross-hatching
that denoted its worth, and snatched her hand away.

“A three-piece,” he observed.

She bit into her lip, then licked it. The words spilled
out in a rush. “Is it enough?” she asked. “For that, will
you do a thing?”

He smiled without giving offense. “Enough for some
things, certainly. What one do you want to buy?”

A sheen of tears in her eyes, then a mocking glint of
contempt. “A man’s death,” she declared, and spat onto
the floor.

“Ah.” Lightly he touched the blood-stained coin with
a sensitized fingertip. Metal was not so conductive as
fabric or flesh, but neither was he an apprentice. He read
the coin easily; he also read the girl. ““Ah,” he murmured
ofnce more.

She was fiercely adamant. “Is it enough?”

Idly, he turned the coin over. On the back, the three
cross-hatches; on the front, the High King’s seal: a hawk
stooping on a hare.

“The king’s copper,’” he remarked, “is not easily come
by.” ‘
“I’'m not a thief!” she flared. “And I’'m not a whore,
either . .. but it’s what he wants me to be.” Dusky
cheeks burned dark. “That coin bought my mother’s
death. <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>