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Praise for Marion Zimmer Bradley’s
Previous Sword & Sorceress Anthologies

“The late Bradley’s skill in choosing quality short sto-
ries is evident throughout this volume. Many charac-
ters and problems are so engrossing that readers will
not wish the stories to end.” —Voya

“Together with nineteen other tales, this latest collection
featuring women who excel in their talents for magic
and war presents a varied and entertaining sampler of
current fantasy storytelling.” —Library Journal

“Solid writing and an engaging range of themes . . .
a series that is gaining in popularity.” —Booklist

“Typical example of this anthology series—good to
great stories emphasizing women/girls as strong
females.” —Science Fiction Chronicle

“A rich array of the best in fantasy short stories.”
—Rave Reviews

“Female warriors, witches, enchantresses make up this
wonder-filled brew of horror and magic.” —Kliatt

“Each tale is extremely well written, holding the

reader in the grip of belief until the very end. A better

collection of fine writing would be hard to find.”
—Voya

“A distinctive and quite vaired collection of
stories. . . . we all should enjoy Marion Zimmer Brad-
ley’s latest collection of heroic fiction.”
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INTRODUCTION
Elisabeth Waters and Ann Sharp

The theme for this volume of the Sword and Sorceress
series is finding your true self or your true path. In
these stories the writers and characters attempt to an-
swer the age-old questions: “Who am 1?” and “What
am I doing here?” Or, as people start asking when
we’re only toddlers, “What do you want to be when
you grow up?”

Marion Zimmer Bradley originally wanted to be an
opera singer. After she started to sell fiction
professionally—in her teens—she still wanted to train
for an operatic career, and planned to support her
training with her writing. She wrote for every possible
market for years before becoming soundly established
as a science fiction and fantasy writer. Marion contin-
ued to sing for pleasure, and remained a lifelong
opera enthusiast.

Lisa Waters never said, “When I grow up, I want
to be Marion Zimmer Bradley’s secretary.” That hap-
pened by accident. When she was five, she wanted to
be a ballerina. Unfortunately she had two major strikes
against her: the wrong body type and no talent. By age
seven she had become more realistic; she wanted to
be a librarian. By her junior year in college, she had
worked in one library or another for eleven straight
years.

Ann Sharp wanted to join the Navy, but also had two
strikes against her: the wrong body type and bad eye-
sight. She did have her own library card at the age of
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10 Elisabeth Waters & Ann Sharp

three and was turning out reams of dreadful prose at
ten. This must have been the universe’s way of prepar-
ing her to edit the Darkover newsletter.

Eventually both Ann and Lisa arrived in Marion’s
orbit. Marion worked constantly, and expected the
same from everyone around her. Working for Marion
was a tremendous education. Over the years she
started a lot of people in successful writing careers;
she even encouraged Lisa through her first novel.
Looking at a shelf in a bookstore about a year after
Marion’s death, Ann and Lisa noticed that two adja-
cent authors with multiple titles were both people who
had sold their first stories to her.

As it turned out, Marion wasn’t finished encourag-
ing aspiring writers. In October 2002 DAW decided
on (a) Sword and Sorceress XXI, and (b) a new intro-
duction to Sword and Sorceress XX—the original one
having been written in the belief that this would be the
last Sword and Sorceress. (Fortunately, unlike Marion,
we’re willing to use email, which makes cross-country
collaboration possible, even easy. Marion used to say
that she and her computer had a strange and wonder-
ful relationship. We agree; the computer was strange
and she was wonderful.)

Marion would doubtless be delighted to know that
the series will continue-—wherever she is, we’re sure
that her only regret is her inability to edit it herself.
But she spent decades training the next generation,
so there is hope that it will be done as she would
have wished.

So enjoy the stories in this volume, and look forward
to another one next year. Marion’s legacy lives on.

3 1833 N4495 681N




BREAD AND ARROWS
Deborah J. Ross

Deborah is one of the many people who sold her first story
to Marion. She has published numerous stories in Sword
and Sorceress, Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Fantasy Maga-
zine, and the Darkover anthologies. At the time of Marion’s
death, she and Deborah were collaborating on a Darkover
project, set during the Ages of Chaos, called the Clingfire
Trilogy. The first book, The Fall of Neskaya, is out in paper-
back, and by the time this anthology is published, in sum-
mer 2003, | expect that the second book of the trilogy,
Zandru’s Forge will also be in print.

Marion was thrilled with what she saw of Deborah’s work
on the project, and Deborah just keeps getting better. It's
a shame Marion won't be around when the books are pub-
lished, but the rest of us can enjoy them for her.

eline knelt in front of the brick-lined bread oven,

her head and shoulders halfway inside the firepit.
Her probing fingertips scraped against a cracked, un-
evenly heated floor tile. She took out her stone-wand,
hoping she wouldn’t have to dismantle the entire oven
to make repairs. Nestled in a bucket of warm ashes,
her salamander kept up an incessant grumble.

“Fire-go-out! World end!”

The string of bells on the front door of the bakery
shop chimed gently, accompanied by the creaking hinge.
Celine crawled backward out of the oven and clam-
bered to her feet. Basalt stood just inside the opened
half-door, feet spread apart as if braced against a

11



12 Deborah J. Ross

storm, an expression of disapproval twisting his thin
lips.

pAs if I didn’t have enough troubles! First, my moon
cycles, then this accursed oven, and now him!

Celine tucked a stray curl back under her widow’s
coif and tried to pretend Basalt was really here to buy
bread. There were a few long-loaves left, arranged
on their wooden racks like giant’s matchsticks, plus
the raspberry tart her friend Annelys had asked her
to make for Herve’s name-day and then not picked
up. If Basalt would take the tart and leave, he could
have it.

“Cold-cold-cold!”” Fireling insisted. ‘“Waiting here
for-ever!”

“Salamander in a snit again?” He leaned on the
counter with what he clearly imagined was an engag-
ing leer.

“Did you want something?”

The leer deepened. “You know I do.”

The curl of hair had unaccountably come loose again
and Fireling’s grumbling escalated to an outright
whine.

“A long-loaf?” she asked. “Or this fine raspberry
tart?”

“Just say yes. You're already the envy of half the
maidens on Merchant Street.”

“FIRE-GO-OUT!” Fireling yelped.

“Either buy something,” Celine snapped, “or get
out!”

With a sigh he handed over the sols for a long-loaf.
She wasn’t quick enough to snatch her hand back and
so he caught it and kissed it. When she retreated at
last to the back room, her temper was as foul as the
salamander’s.

Long past dark, with Fireling once again settled in
a bed of gently glowing coals, Celine carried the rasp-
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berry tart down the narrow lanes to the inn owned by
Annelys and her brother Herve. Throonish laughter
filled the public room, with its low-beamed ceiling.
The dwarfish caravaneers were, Celine saw at a glance,
already half drunk. The inn’s ale-imps squealed in pro-
test from their barrels as they churned barley-malt
mash into more of the tangy brew. Herve’s half-wit
son moved through the room, placidly refilling tank-
ards. Annelys, holding a tray of bread and cheese aloft
in each hand, cast Celine a despairing look and shouted
above the din. Celine shook her head, I can’t hear
you, and made her way to the private living quarters.
Two stools and a narrow table, set with cheese and a
few apples, sat against the outer wall. Celine put the
tart down and sank onto the nearest stool.

Herve followed her with a tankard, which he placed
before her, grinning. “All the luck!”” He angled his
chin back toward the public room as he sliced off a
hefty portion of the tart.

“Yes, you'll make a year’s profits from just tonight,”
Celine said, grinning back. “Are you charging them dou-
ble or triple? By the by, blessings on your name-day.”

He planted a moist kiss on her cheek and hurried
back to his customers. If Basalt had half his good na-
ture, she might consider marrying him just to not have
to work so hard.

What was she thinking? She’d already had one solid,
decent husband. Oh, Jehan had meant to be Kkind,
beating her less than another might and then only when
he was drunk. The best thing and the worst thing he’d
ever done for her was to leave her the bakery. So far,
she’d managed to keep it going alone . . .

Annelys bustled in a short time later, flushed.
“They’ll be at it all night!”

“Yes,” Celine said. Ale-warmth seeped through her
tired body. “Herve and I already discussed how much
profit you’ll make.”
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Annelys took a slice of the tart. “Bless you! I
haven’t had a moment to eat. I was sure you’d sell it
to someone else, I was so late.”

“I almost did.”

“Basalt?”’

“I"d rather have splattered it across his face,” Ce-
line admitted.

“At least it’s the shop he wants and not you.”

Celine sighed and picked at a stray berry.

“What is it, my dear?” Annelys said.

“I don’t know; I have been feeling tired with all the
work. But Lys—my moon cycles, I've missed them
twice now.”

“Basalt?”

“Mother-of-God!” Celine sputtered.

Unspoken words hung between them. Instead of an
unwanted pregnancy, did she face the wasting curse
that had carried off Jehan’s mother?

“Then you can do no better than to ask Old Magda-
lie. If anyone knows the truth of such matters, it’s
her,” Annelys said, adding, “T’ll go with you.”

Close to midnight, Celine made her way through
the hills above the town. Occasionally, she stumbled
and sent a rain of pebbles down the rugged slope.
Annelys hummed and strode along, surefooted as the
goats who’d made the path. Once Celine too had
walked these hills as if night-nixie magic guided her
steps. Now her body had turned clumsy as her own
dough.

Along the path, night dew coaxed wild sweet smells
from the sleeping flowers. Here and there, a herder’s
hut or trollgate gave off flickering light. Goats shifted
in their pastures. Celine inhaled, feeling memories stir.
She remembered as a child lifting her arms on such a
summer breeze, taking aim with the bow she’d carved
and strung herself. She’d painted eagles and dragons
on her bow, pretending to give it enchanted powers.
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A willow branch, stripped to its pale core, became a
milk-white steed to carry her on her adventures.

Where had those dreams gone? In the three years
she’d been struggling to keep the bakery going, they
had faded, as colorless as the petals of last summer’s
windrose. All too often, these days, she longed only
to sleep.

“There!”” Annelys pointed.

Celine, seeing the spark of yellow light, felt some-
thing lift within her. She would have the truth from
Old Magdalie and know what she faced.

The hut fitted snug against the rocky hillside, run-
ning into the body of the earth. A cat came running
to them, collar bells tinkling. Annelys bent to pick it
up and stood aside.

Backlit, the wise woman came forward. “Is that lit-
tle Celine? And Annelys of the merry laugh? Oh my
dears, it has been too long since these eyes beheld
you.” With a firm grip, she pulled both young women
inside.

Celine smiled despite herself to see how little Mag-
dalie had changed over the years. The old woman still
had the same shriveled sweetness, like a sun-dried elf,
the same bright eyes, the same wisps of hair which,
so like her own, would never obey the dictates of mod-
est city dress. Magdalie’s fingers, smooth and hard as
carved wood, cupped her face and Celine felt the sting
of tears.

“Tell me, child.”

Celine sat beside the fire, burning with a strange
golden light so unlike the smoldering embers of the
herders and villagers. Words spilled out of her mouth,
out of her heart. The long days of sameness, the beat-
ings, the slow grinding days, the endless work.

At Magdalie’s urging, Celine stretched out on the
thin pallet. Those hard fingers touched her with wis-
dom and knowledge, gentle even when the insistent
probing brought pain.
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Celine closed her eyes and began to drift, as if she
were a mote on a river woven from the sound of Mag-
dalie’s voice and her own breathing. Eddies and swirls
caught her up, carried her along. She felt none of the
heaviness that had sapped her strength these past
months. How she longed to rest, to lie safe and cra-
dled in her granddam’s arms . . .

She awoke to the sound of her own name. Magdalie
bent over her, one hand clasped in hers. Beyond, An-
nelys held the black cat in her arms, her brow fur-
rowed.

“Have I—I must have fallen asleep.” Celine strug-
gled to sit up. “I didn’t know I was so tired.”

“’Tis more than tired,” Magdalie said. A strange-
ness in her voice stung Celine alert.

The world reeled in Celine’s vision, but only for a
moment. “My husband’s mother died of the wasting
curse, though she was a virtuous wife. I nursed her
through her last days. I know what to expect. I will
grow more tired with every passing moon and my
body will wither away. There will be great pain.”

“That can be eased.”

“Can it?” Celine searched the wise woman’s bright
eyes for any hint of deception and found only kind-
ness. Yes, she need have no fear of pain. And there
would be no more struggle, no more unending days
gnawing away at her spirit. No more Basalts.

“Is there nothing that can be done?”” Annelys cried,
as if the pain were her own.

“Nothing more I can do,” Magdalie said, her eyes
still fixed on Celine’s. “There is something you can
do, if you have the courage. Your death springs from
your flesh, this much is true. But as a curse, its power
is more than earthly, for the womb is the seat of birth
as well as death. The old tales speak of a journey to
the heart of the curse, a way to enter into its womb
even as it has entered yours, to face whatever lies
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there. But this path is not for the irresolute. You will
be tested in ways you cannot imagine.”

“Tell us!” Annelys said.

“Do you wish this path?”” Again, that piercing look.

Celine hesitated.

“What’s the problem?”’” Annelys demanded. “It’s a
chance!”

“Leave it alone, Celine said, getting to her feet.
“Life and death are not all that different. Why choose
one over the other?”

“Why? Why? Are you moon-mad?’ Annelys fol-
lowed on Celine’s heels.

It seemed the easier thing to let Annelys rant, to
spew her own fears into the sweet night air. They will
lay me in the earth, and I will rest, Celine thought.
Whatever sustained her during the climb now left her
utterly. She was tired, so tired.

Hot white light poured into her eyes. Celine strug-
gled upright, slowly recognizing her room in the attic
above the bakery. Someone—Annelys—had opened
the shutters wide. Laughing voices echoed from the
street below. Breezes bore the promise of the day’s
heat.

“I should have been up hours ago . . .” Celine
protested.

Annelys proceeded to haul Celine out of bed and
into her overskirt and sabots. “It’s Tourney Fair.
Come on!”

Celine had intended to bake extra sweet twists to
sell at the fair . . . How could she have forgotten?
There was no point in trying to start the day’s baking
now, so with a sigh, Celine allowed herself to be led
into the brightness. Annelys tucked Celine’s arm in hers
and they went along as sisters through the gathering
throng that wended its way past the town gates, over
the bridge with its mill and raft of shallow-bottomed
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barges, over the range of gentle hills and out to the
great field. A miniature town had sprung up overnight,
with pavilions, shade screens, pole corrals for the
horses, flimsy booths, and carts. Tinkers and traders
called out their wares.

Celine knew many of the people gathered there,
either from the bakery or the inn. Strangers smiled
and waved, everyone on holiday. Annelys bought
lengths of striped ribbon, yellow for herself and blue
for Celine. Tying hers in the loose curl which had
escaped as usual from her widow’s coif, Celine gazed
at the mountains that lay on the other side of the
town. How far away they seemed now.

Ryneld, the other public baker, had set up trays of
meat rolls and fruit bread, charging extra. He smiled
at Celine, once he realized she was not here to sell,
and offered her an apple bun. She was about to ask
where he’d found cinnabark so smooth on the tongue
when she noticed his gaze. Basalt stood a little way
apart, talking with a man in Duke’s livery.

Celine eyed the other baker speculatively. He had
a son still young, but growing. Would he buy the bak-
ery from her and run it with an extra apprentice as a
second heritage? Shaking her head, she set aside the
idea. He was not a man to try something new. And
what did it matter what happened to the bakery?

Let Basalt have it, and every morning may he taste
Fireling’s wrath/!

The thought of the temperamental salamander light-
ened her step. She and Annelys squeezed between the
onlookers to watch the contests. Men and a few
women, some in their masters’ livery, sparred with
staff or wooden sword or shot at targets set into bales
of straw. Most used curved bows set with charms in
carved shell or wound with colored threads for luck.
In Tourney Fairs past, archery had been Celine’s spe-
cial pleasure. She’d even entered a round or two, al-
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though her plain bow could not stand against the
spells carved into a truly fine weapon.

Annelys clapped as the miller’s son landed an arrow
in the red zone. Celine, who had never much liked
the miller’s son, let her eyes wander toward the wait-
ing archers. One man stepped away from the next
group, drawing her attention. He alone wore neither
livery nor ordinary clothing, but a long vest of studded
black leather over crimson shirt and leggings. Even
from half the length of the field, she felt his eyes lock
onto hers. She became aware of the milky skin at the
unbuckled neck of his vest, the midnight hair tumbling
over the broad shoulders, the slow curve of the lips
as if in recognition. She swayed on her feet.

“What is it, my dear?” Annelys asked.

“Nothing.” Doubt swept away the moment. He
must have thought I twas someone else. It could not
have been me such a man would want.

And yet, her heart beat unaccountably fast when he
stepped up to the line and dipped his bow in her direc-
tion in salute. Sun flashed on spiraling runes in silver
wire as he took aim. His arrows went straight and
true. The crowd cheered wildly.

Celine stood motionless as the victorious archer
walked toward her. He bowed as if she were a great
lady and not a widow with a shop. With sweet words
he begged her pardon for his forwardness, asking
only her name and the privilege of carrying her favor
into the next round. While Annelys watched, open-
mouthed, Celine gave him the ribbon from her hair,
which he tied to a metal ring. His name, she found
out, was Ian Archer, and that explained the odd lilt-
ing accent.

What was it Fireling chirped when she was warm
and happy? Fire-burn-bright! World-ever-flame!

The salamander’s joy filled her as she watched Ian
Archer advance to the next round and the next. As if
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by magic, he always knew where she was standing,
when she was looking at him. He would turn his head
slightly, as if to say he was shooting just for her. All
her life, it seemed, she had been waiting for something
to happen to her, to carry her beyond the mountains,
beyond the village, beyond the unceasing drudgery of
the bakery, and here, on the eve of her taking leave
of this life, he had come.

He went up to the dais where the duke and his lady
presented him with a purse and a garland of lilies
twisted into a golden circlet. Then the crowd closed
around him, as if he had been no more than a dream.
Afternoon shadows lengthened across the tourney
fields as the last rounds began. Fair-goers streamed
back to the town to continue their celebrations.

“Aye me, I’'m late!” Annelys said with a happy sigh.
“We’ll be all night working. Did you ever see such
archery? Did you see how he looked at you? Oh, you
did!” She giggled and threw one arm around Ce-
line’s shoulders.

“I feel—so strange. Lys, do you think he bespelled
me?” Celine’s feet lagged, as if something invisible
tugged at her, pulling her back toward the mountains.

“If he did, it’s one of the best, the kind to keep
your dreams warm all winter! Your cheeks are brighter
than cherries! You don’t think—the pain, is it still
there?”

Celine dipped her head. But not for long. Now she
had a reason to try Magdalie’s path.

Magdalie had left the door wide open to the pat-
terned starlight. In the hearth, embers dimmed and
hushed, falling silently. Only whispers broke the
stillness as Magdalie recited words so old that no one
else now living had ever heard them spoken.

Once more, Celine lay on the pallet, her stomach
still churning from Magdalie’s concoction of herbs and
ground resins. She clutched a talisman of intertwined
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hairs, one from the head of a crone who had died
peacefully in her sleep, the other plucked living from
her own head. This would serve as her guide for the
inward journey. Returning to her body would be more
difficult, Magdalie had warned her, for if she could
not separate the hairs, or if she chose the one from
the dead woman, she would wander lost between the
worlds forever.

Dizziness crept over Celine, at first only the slightest
sensation of whirling movement. She’d felt this way
before, just as she was falling asleep. Only this time,
instead of fading into unconsciousness, the vertigo
intensified.

Celine tried to open her eyes, but could not move.
She could not swallow, could not see, could not
breathe. She could no longer hear her heartbeat or
the rush of blood through her ears.

Suddenly, she found herself sitting up. Her body,
naked, had become pale and translucent as glass.
Below her lay a fleshy form, eyes closed in a tranquil
face, breasts rising and falling gently. Her ghostly fin-
gers held the talisman, now no longer two entwined
hairs, but a glowing rod of braided metal. It tugged
at her grasp, as if eager to be off.

Moving cautiously, she got to her feet, letting the
rod draw her toward the open door. It pulled her
down the path and straight for the steepest edge of
the hill. But she did not go tumbling to her death on
the rocky slopes below. She soared, spreading invisible
wings across the sky.

The starlight intensified and with it came a sense of
freedom, of leaving sorrow behind. Here she felt only
peace, only stillness, and finally, as she grew quiet
enough to hear it, the eternal, joyous song of the stars.
A wordless song of delight filled her spirit even as the
light filled her body.

By slow degrees, the light grew less brilliant and
Celine became aware of a velvet darkness beneath
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her. By the time she touched the ground, she was once
again solid flesh.

She landed with a jolt on a barren mud flat, clutch-
ing a tangle of greasy string in one hand. Wind howled
through her ears. With an effort, she forced herself
to her feet, looped the string around her neck for
safekeeping, and began walking.

Celine had not gone more than a few paces when
a flurry of ice pellets pelted her body. She gasped,
doubling over and clutching her arms. Her skin burned
with the sudden, biting cold.

Snow joined the hail. She hunkered down, hugging
her knees to her chest. Her shivers grew more violent
and then began to abate. Moments later, she lost all
feeling in her fingers and toes. She knew from her
childhood winters in the mountains what that meant.
The end was not far off, but at least there would be
no pain. Soon she would feel calm and warm as her
body surrendered to the storm.

As Celine drew her arms hard against her body,
her fingertips brushed the string around her neck—the
talisman, the guide which was to lead her back to life.
Instead it had brought her here to die.

I was ready to let go of living. Now, for the first
time, I wanted something for myself, something more
than work, and more work, men who want me only
for what I can bring them—

It was so unfair, to have such a slim hope snatched
from her.

I want a chance!

The string glowed between her fingers, by degrees
warm and warmer. Her trembling slowed and then
stopped. The storm passed as quickly as it had come,
the snow rapidly melting. She knelt on a shallow,
pebble-strewn cup before the entrance to a huge
cavern.

She stood up, still holding the talisman. As she
moved toward the cavern, it gave off a sweet yellow
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light. When she turned away from the cave, the light
dimmed. A guide she had been promised; a guide she
had been given. Her heart lifted.

She stepped over the threshold. The arching door-
way of the cave was the same grayish stone as the
mountainside, but inside the rock turned blood red.
Another step, and she was caught, jerked forward as
if the cave had sucked her into its belly.

Celine stood about halfway down a slope leading to
a cavern so vast she could not see its borders. Stalac-
tites hung above her, so distant they resembled dan-
gling threads. On the rocky floor below lay a huge
lump of stone.

Like a skull it was, distorted and leering, far less
human than the Throonish dwarfs. It stood about
twice the height of a man, and its gaping maw was
large enough for her to pass within. Two blunted,
downturned horns adorned the top of the skull, and
the deep-set orbits were tilted downward, the better
to watch her approach. Poison-yellow light flickered
within the eye sockets. Glowing saliva dripped from
the stone fangs.

Her feet froze to the path. The stone-skull sat in
front of her, unmoving and pitiless. Any moment now,
her courage would surely break, and she would turn
and run. There was nothing this lump of rock could
do to stop her. But if she did that, she realized, or
even if she stood here forever, she would never return
to the human world, never stroke Fireling’s smooth
hide nor smell the spice-buns she had made with her
own hands, never travel beyond the mountains. Never
laugh, never dream. Never see Ian Archer’s slow
smile.

All because she was afraid.

She had thought she had nothing to lose by under-
taking this journey. Now, she saw as clearly as if en-
graved in letters of flame how much she risked.

As she passed beneath the teeth, a drop of saliva
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spattered her shoulders. She screamed and clawed at
it, but went on. The interior of the stone-skull was
still and black. Not the wondrous, living dark of the
stars, but an utter absence of light and form. The
stone-skull, the red light of the cavern, even the glow
of the talisman, all vanished as if they had never been.

Slowly her fears seeped away. She felt warmer, as
if the darkness itself cradled her in loving arms. Her
knotted muscles relaxed. Her eyes focused on a filmy
wisp that suggested the lines of a kindly old face.
Closer and closer the image came, until Celine felt the
silken whisper of lips on brow, as she had often been
kissed as a child.

A well remembered voice murmured music to her
heart, “Celine my baby, Celine my love . . .”

It was not mere longing that put those words into
Celine’s ears. She actually heard a voice—distorted
and breathy, a melding of every loving phrase she had
ever heard. She was a child curled in her granddam’s
lap, pressed against the softness of her body, fingers
stroking her hair.

No drudgery, no worry, only peace . . .

She reached out, but her fingers grasped only air.
She stretched further and took a step, then another, all
the while finding only emptiness. There was nothing to
touch, nothing to hold on to.

“Celine . . .” The voice seemed less human now,
more like a twist of wind.

“No!” Celine screamed from the bottom of her
lungs. “Don’t leave me!”

Then Celine was alone in the darkness. Loss, sharper
than the ice storm, swept through her. Wildly, she
sobbed that she could not bear it, that she would give
anything to be back in her granddam’s arms . . .

Celine stood again in front of the stone-skull, only
now there was no light in the eye sockets and dull
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gray chalk filled the mouth. She could not travel that
path again.

She still held the talisman, but the hairs were no
longer tightly entwined. As she looked down at them,
they separated entirely. They looked identical, two
strands of colorless filament.

It would be so easy to throw one down without
thinking, hoping it would send her back to her grand-
dam and this time she would stay with her forever.
She could convince herself that she had tried, but luck
had been against her. It wouldn’t be her fault she’d
guessed wrong.

There would be no guessing. She must choose with
all her heart and soul. The uncertain tides of life . . .
or the empty promises of the dark.

Celine crouched on the threshold to Magdalie’s hut,
sipping goat’s milk from a horn cup. How thick and
warm it was, with a tanginess that lingered on her
tongue. One moment she felt weak as a baby, the next
she wanted to dance. The heaviness, the unrelenting
bone-deep tiredness of these last months, had lifted
with the morning mist.

Here came Magdalie up the trail, mounted on Pier-
rot’s donkey and using a willow switch freely to keep
the beast moving. She helped Celine on the back of
the sturdy beast, which sighed in resignation. The thick
wool riding-pad looked as if it had been freshly brushed.

“Pierrot will come to collect him tonight,” Magdalie
said. She tied two cloth bags to the riding pad, one
on either side of the donkey’s rump. “Now, you will
prepare these herbs as I told you, and take them faith-
fully and—"

“Yes, yes!” Celine laughed.

She let the donkey set its own pace, watching the
tapering ears bob with each stride. The sun was well
up, and she wondered how she had never noticed the
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intense blue of the sky, the bright green of grass and
vine, the almost-black green of massed evergreen for-
est. Night-nixies had left strands of glowing dewdrops
wherever shade lingered. A tangle of wildflowers,
grasses, fragrant herbs, mosses, and rotting wood lined
the narrow path. Birds sang as they swooped and
darted across the sky. She sang with them.

As she neared the town, though, she grew quieter.
She felt remarkably well, but this changed nothing.
Bread still must be baked, a temperamental salaman-
der to be appeased, Basalt to be reckoned with . . .

With the thought of Basalt came that of Ian Archer.
She smiled.

The town sparkled in the noonday sun, pavilions
and booths still standing for a last half-day of merri-
ment and trade. A pair of half-grown boys darted
toward her, calling.

“Mistress! We’ll keep your donkey safe, only five
sols!”

“You give me the five sols and I’ll let you ride him,”
she called back.

“Oh, it’s the baker lady.” One of the boys broke
off the chase, his face falling. “She’s a hard one.”

A hard one. Is that what people thought of her?
Ah yes, she must have been, to have endured first
Jehan and then widowhood.

I did not come back from the skull cave to do more
of the same.

Celine left the donkey at the inn, happily munching
oat hay in one of the stalls reserved for travelers’
mounts. Annelys was at the farmer’s market, restock-
ing after the Throons and fair-goers had eaten out
their pantries. Herve nodded at Celine, beaming. A
good soul, a simple soul. She wanted to kiss the bald
spot on his head, but it would embarrass him too
much.

The bakery welcomed her like an old friend, sagging
against its neighbors as if it were too tired to go on
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alone. And yet, they leaned on one another, each
knowing its own place—bakery, butchery, green-
grocer, wine shop—each filling the street with its own
constellation of fragrances. From the back, she heard
Fireling’s plaintive whine.

“Fire-go-out! World end!”

No, the world wouldn’t end, but she hurried to the
back of the shop to ease the little animal’s distress.
Behind her, the string of bells chimed gently. She
paused with one hand on the bellows, knowing that
this time it was not Basalt.

“My lady.” Eyes of green flecked with gold like a
far-off sea regarded her with a twinkle. A pulse leapt
in the hollow of his bared throat.

But now she saw the shadows beneath those eyes,
the tiny lines, the tightness, the tracery of silver in the
midnight hair. The black leather vest was worn raw in
places, and the ring where he’d tied her token bore a
tangle of faded threads.

“I have no bread to sell today, sir.”

“I have not come to buy bread.” It was just the sort
of phrase Basalt might have used, had he been a bit
more polished. In a rush, as if looking into a mirror,
she knew what Ian Archer had seen in her.

Not her, Celine. Any lonely, overworked widow,
starved for a bit of romance, would do. But he would
leave in a day or three, taking his tourney prizes with
him. On to another fair, another widow, and then
another.

For a moment, she considered, for Ian Archer was
not Basalt. He would pay in earnest coin with those
eyes, that hair, that musical voice. Those arms were
yet strong, those hands skilled, knuckles not yet swol-
len with joint-ill. And if he found a night’s solace in
her bed and offered illusion in recompense, what harm
could there be in that?

On the freezing plain, in the cavern, within the
stone-skull, everything had been so clean-edged, al-
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most featureless. Even her emotions had been uncom-
plicated—hope, fear, love, loss. The outer world
wasn’t like that. Weeds grew in the cracks of weath-
ered granite; dust fouled even the most carefully oiled
gears. People said one thing and did another, meant
well and yet brought sorrow.

While she was thinking, Ian Archer leaned on the
counter, face tilted away from her. He took in a deep
breath, released it in a sigh. The lines of his face and
body softened. She brought out a short loaf from the
last day’s baking, one too stumpy for ready sale, and
offered it to him. The crust crackled as he tore a
piece off.

“"Tis good bread.” He paused in his chewing, eyes
thoughtful. “The flour 1s harder than we use in the
Isles.”

“We call it frost-wheat,” she said, accepting a mor-
sel in return. “It’s a winter wheat, slow to ripen but
with good bones, or so the miller says when he asks
an extra sol for the grinding.” Inside the shell of crust,
the bread was still tender and faintly fragrant, re-
minding her of fields of waving stalks lightly dusted
with snow. ‘“But how does an archer come to know
of such things?”

“In the village where I grew up—oh, a handful of
cotts, not a grand place like this—my mother’s family
made the bread, everything from running the water-
mill to the real baking. I had no sisters, just a handful
of rowdy brothers. We worked in the bakery from the
time we could stand. The smells here remind me . . .
I can almost feel the dough all silky in my hands . . .
but that was long ago.”

- “And the archery? You could not have come to
that late.”

Dark brows tightened. “When the Boat-riders came
sweeping down from the north, we all of us stood to
the palisades. One day, I carried my father’s bow.”

And the luck-tokens carved into it had been real,
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so that even a young boy shot straight and true. But
the father did not.

Celine saw what happened in his face. They burned
the mill, the cotts. I alone, I was left to make my way
in the world. Sadness shot through her like one of Ian
Archer’s arrows. How had he managed to live with
such a burden? She felt a strange kinship with this
man who had no place, she who had one that held
her in a merciless grip. Once she would have turned
away with a few meaningless phrases, to remember
him only on the loneliest of nights. Now, on this day of
all days, the rich chaotic pattern of her life came clear.

“Ian Archer, Ian . . . Baker.” Gently she laid one
hand on his, as if he were her brother. “I have a
proposition for you.”

Tiny brass bells jingled from the gray mare’s harness
as Celine rode briskly down the road which would
take her away from the village. The long black vest
fit surprisingly well when laced to her shape, and the
bowcase settled across her back as if it had always
been there.

She’d left Ian Baker crouched over the firepit of the
main oven, getting acquainted with the salamander.
Fireling, after yowling her distress, had favored him with
a flick of her slender tongue, just quick enough not to
sear his skin. He’d laughed, a merrier sound by far than
all his flattering words. When Basalt came by the shop,
expecting an even more worn-down Celine . . . Ah, but
she left that moment to Ian to relish.

Overhead, the sky grew warmer and brighter, quiv-
ering with light. Within its case, the bow hummed
sweetly to her in its own language; she remembered
how it had warmed under her touch, inviting her to
string it, test it, draw out its power with her own.

“No more tourney-fairs for you, my beauty,” she’d
sung in her turn. “And no more endurance for me!”

Fire and moon! Dance through the air!
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They were two of a kind, this enchanted thing and
her. They needed only an adventure worthy of their
mettle. And if one did not come to them . . . well,
then they would go out and make it!
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fishing nearby, the story that appears in this anthology is the
natural outgrowth of pausing during her gardening efforts to
ask “what if?”

¢ CYou want me to butcher this and prepare it for

the king’s feast?” Freida asked before turning
to stare again at the ugly fish in the garden pond.
String-thin tentacles hung flat against the fish’s head
when it rose above the water to dance on its tail. The
fish clapped its long, slender fins together, seal-like,
and squealed a painful whistle before falling back into
the water and swimming furiously around the pool
again and again.

“Those who eat the flesh of mermaids will live for-
ever,” the earl said. “I cannot think of a finer meal
to offer our king when he visits.”

Freida studied her employer’s expression, knowing
well that the earl never joked. Yet how could she
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reconcile this ugly fish and a promise of immortality
with the bedtime stories she’d heard of beautiful mer-
maids and drowned sailors?

The earl smiled, no doubt amused by her confusion.
“My grandmother dined upon mermaid flesh,” he
said. “‘Pity she died at sea before we could learn if
her story was true.”

Freida looked back at the pond. She’d never quite
forgotten her one glimpse of the youthful-looking
countess whose body was never found. If eating the
flesh of that ugly fish would make her as beautiful as
Countess Karelia, Freida would gladly dive into the
pond and eat it raw. Alas, she would probably only
“live overlong in a body few found attractive. Such
things never were as simple as stories promised and
wanting what you could not have only kept you from
appreciating the attainable.

The mermaid swam facedown through the water
and Freida peered closer, able now to see how a quick
glance might trick a sailor into believing a half-woman,
half-fish swam in the sea below the ship’s deck. The
ugly black tentacles on its head floated, hairlike, and
the long, slender fins looked almost like arms moving
through the water.

“Reminds me of an octopus sewn atop a human
neck,” said a voice she recognized too well. Eldric,
the captain of the guards, had moved to her side when
the earl walked away.

“Do you really think it necessary to stand guard
over this?”’ Freida asked.

He shrugged. “Who knows? Those old legends of
mermaids shedding their .tails to walk upon the
beaches at night just might be true.’

“No,” Frieda said, shaking her head. “No sailor
would ever be so drunk as to forget a face that ugly.
We’d have heard stories in the tavern far different
from the ones you’re remembering.”
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“Those who drink overmuch find beauty where no
others see it.”

*“Is that your excuse for flirting with the new serv-
ing wench?”’

“I find youth and innocence attractive.”

“What you really mean is that the lass is young and
foolish enough to believe what you tell her.”

“You're still holding what happened between us
against me?”’

“No,” Freida said. “Against myself. When one lies
down with dogs, one should expect to rise with fleas.”

“l am not a dog.”

“I've watched the male dogs in the courtyard,”
Freida said. ‘““You need only shed your clothes and
walk on all fours.”

She turned away and strode back to the kitchen,
determined to forget about the mermaid until it was
time to prepare it for the banquet.

Alas, fate was not in favor of such forgetfulness.
During the night, someone attempted to steal the
mermaid.

Freida worked in the kitchen the next morning, lis-
tening to Eldric boast about the evening’s adventures
while Bess sliced vegetables and her boy stirred the
fire. Finally, Freida could stand it no longer.

“Boy, you’re stirring that fire to death. Go clean the
garderobe or do something else useful.” She turned to
Bess next. “Listening to men’s tall tales and fluttering
your eyes at them is how you got that boy of yours.
I do not need a heiper with a swelling belly. Go fetch
more vegetables.”

Eldric watched them walk away and then turned to
Freida with a smile. “I knew you would eventually
send them away so we could be alone.”

Freida picked up the nearest knife and pointed it
at him. “If you think—"
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“Put the knife down,” Eldric said. “I am not seek-
ing your affection again. I merely want you to come
to the garden tonight and sit on the bench while we
patrol the pond.”

Freida laid down her knife, confused by his request.
“Why? And what would be my gain from such an
action? So help me, Eldric, if this is another one of
your tricks—"

“No trickery,” he said quickly. “I promise you will
not regret honoring my request and that if you do this
one thing, you will never be troubled by my pres-
ence again.”

Freida laughed and turned back to her work. “Your
promises are worthless, Eldric; but I will be there. Any
opportunity to put an end to your annoying presence
is one I cannot allow pass by.”

She sat on the bench that night beneath a moonless
sky, watching the guards around the pool and listening
to the sound of frogs and crickets singing. Soft foot-
steps sounded in the distance and she turned to see a
hooded figure approaching.

“You are the cook?” squeaked out a heavily ac-
cented voice.

“Yes,” Freida said. “Are you seeking work?”

The hood shook and Freida wished she could see
the face within the shadows. “I offer coin and riches
to the one who can free my child.”

“Child?”

The cloaked figure pulled back her hood and Freida
stared into wide, unblinking eyes set into the flat face
of the ugliest woman alive. Her face was so dark that
it disappeared in the evening night and her hair hung
in thick clumps that Freida suspected were tentacles.

“The legends are true,” she said. “My daughter is
young and cannot yet leave the water to walk among
you. I beseech you, please, to free my daughter to
return with me.”
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Freida glanced towards the pond and saw Eldric
standing motionless, looking back at her. “He agreed
to help?” Freida asked suspiciously.

The mermaid nodded. ““I approached him last night,
after I discovered that I could not steal back my child
from this place. He said the only way to free my child
is to take her from you, just as she is about to be—
sacrificed to your gods.”

“We’re not—" Freida stopped, realizing that from
their viewpoint, that was probably the closest they
could come to understanding what humans were doing
by offering a child as food to their king.

“I cannot,” Freida said. “If the fish—your daughter—
were to disappear, I would lose my place and possibly
my life as well.”

“I can bring gifts from the sea and fish to make a
banquet fit for any god. I will give you pearls and gold
coins. I will give you—"

“What are you giving him?”’ Freida asked, pointing
at Eldric and growing certain why he was willing to
help. He couldn’t be doing this from the goodness of
his heart, since he lacked one.

The mermaid held up a hand with three webbed
fingers and thumb. ““I gave him my smallest finger. It
will grow back. Would you like one?”

Freida felt her stomach twist into a sharp knot and
spin around several times. She shook her head and
swallowed hard. Immortality. No wonder Eldric was
willing to risk his post for this.

Freida opened her mouth to say “no” and heard
the whistle-squeal of the fish in the pond again. This
time, she listened with the realization that it was not
a fish, but a small child crying for help. The mermaid
before her clutched her chest and her eyes filled
with tears.

“Please,” she said. “She is so scared.”

Freida hesitated a moment and in that second, she
made up her mind. “My desires are different from
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Eldric’s. I need a fish of the same size and shape as
your daughter and an octopus or two. You and your
friends must also sacrifice twelve fingers, not just one.
If you can do these things, then meet me the night
before the banquet, beside the kitchen, with all that I
have requested.”

She glanced in Eldric’s direction. “Do not trust that
one overmuch,” she said, nodding towards Eldric. “He
has your gift now, and no longer has cause to assist.
You would be wise to bribe him further with riches
to insure your safe escape.”

“I will do as you request,” she said.

Freida brushed butter across the fish’s tail while
keeping a close eye on the bucket filled with sliced
octopus tentacles. On the table nearby were twelve
carefully disguised culinary delights that she told Bess
were ladyfingers.

Bess did not understand; but did as Freida ordered
and arranged them so there would be one for each
guest of nobility dining with the king.

Twelve exactly. No immortality for Freida. Why
would she want such a thing for herself? Eldric
thought it a fine thing to run away with his riches,
leaving the young serving wench behind with a swell-
ing belly and no father for her unborn child.

He was too much a fool to realize he would spend
an eternity wandering without friends or family. An
immortal dare not live long in one place and must
watch loved ones grow old and die, while they lived
unchanging beneath the suspicious eye of those
around them.

It would be many years before Eldric understood;
but he had inflicted upon himself a punishment harsher
than any she would have wished upon him.

The servants honored and respected her and the
earl often paraded her before his guests to boast of
her talents in the kitchen. She would not forfeit such
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a life for mere baubles easily lost to thieves and a
lifetime of wandering from place to place with no
true home.

She had no treasures from the mermaid, but she
didn’t need them because she was already rich in all
that mattered. Besides, she had the one thing she’d
wanted most from life in the last two years: Eldric was
gone and he would never trouble her again.
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t had been years since Cynthia had seen Neapolis.

As the ship pulled up to the dock in the Neapolitan
harbor at Puteoli, and the sailors made it fast, it seemed
at first that nothing had changed: the drift of little
houses up the hillsides, the smell of sulphur and fish,
the chatter of seven flavors of the Koiné€ drowning out
the cries of the gulls, the squat cone of Vesuvius smok-
ing sullenly to the southwest.

But—

So many little fishing boats in harbor: it was a beau-
tiful day, with just enough breeze to fill their sails well,
why were they not out at sea? The war brewing be-
tween Rome and Carthage must be closer to open
battle than she had realized.

The decks were full of people, milling like a nestful
of ants stirred by a stick. A double line of Roman
soldiers marched by, all dressed in hardened leather
armor reinforced with shining bronze. The armorers
had been busy.

The sailors hauled out the gangplank and seated its
lower end on the deck. Cynthia shoulderd the bag
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that held her books and a few odds and ends, and
turned toward the gangplank, but Demetrios blocked
her way.

“I would like to have an answer before we go
ashore,” he said.

“I can’t give you an answer, I shall have to think.”

“You’ve been thinking for two days.”

“If I give you an answer now it’ll be No. Is that
what you want? I must go to Awornos first, make an
offering for the shade of my husband, ask for guidance
if I can, before I think about marrying again.”

Demetrios sighed. “All right.”

And Demetrios, she reflected as she picked up the
bag again, still thought she was talking about her first
husband, poor old Demodoros who had died in the
bean-field. He knew nothing about Komi, and she
couid see no reason to tell him that if she accepted
his offer he would become her third husband, not her
second. No one else remembered Komi now but his
sister Enzaro, far away in Sicily, and . . .

And she stepped onto the deck, with Demetrios and
the slaves behind her, and a voice shouted, ten voices,
a hundred, raised in a tremendous cheer. Her breath
stopped for a moment, but the clamor was not for her;
the people were pointing behind her, out into the
harbor. She turned to look. Something was moving
slowly into the harbor, a ship, no, three ships, a big
Punic warship flanked by two little Roman triremes
that beside it looked hardly bigger than the fishing
boats. For a moment Cynthia wondered who had cap-
tured whom; but presently she saw that the man stand-
ing at the big ship’s prow was a Roman, waving a red
military cloak like a flag. Someone had accomplished
marvelous things.

There was no room for the big Punic ship to dock;
the man in its prow leaped to the deck of a trireme
and made his way to the dock. The people surrounded
him, cheering him, trying to touch him, and he spread
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out his hands, shaking his head “no” in the Roman
fashion; by the gods, the man was blushing.

The press of the crowd had swept Cynthia along till
she could see the Roman officer clearly, and the world
turned over. She knew the man.

The eagle’s face she remembered had not softened,
but the raven hair had touches of silver at the temples.
Gaius Duilius Nepos, whose path had crossed hers off
the Aeolian islands. He had seen her with Komi. This
could be awkward.

No way of backing off, the crowd was packed as
tightly as olives in a jar. Duilius turned his head and
saw her, and his face lit up. “Cynthia!”’ he cried.
“Another omen of good fortune. What brings you
to Italy? Wait, I must speak to this gentleman. Don’t
go away.”

He turned back to talk to a man who must be the
dockmaster, as their talk seemed to be all about where
to put the captured ship. Glancing backward, Cynthia
could see Demetrios and the slaves slowly making
their way toward her.

A hand plucked at her sleeve. “Aren’t you Cynthia,
the witch of Syracuse?”

She turned. Oh, gods, it was that blue-eyed sailor
who had been aboard Duilius’ ship. Another who re-
membered Komi; crows take it, his whole crew might
be around here somewhere. “Yes, I remember you.
Are you still sailing for lord Duilius?”

“Not at present; my uncle left me his fishing boat
and I've been sailing her up and down these waters,
doing pretty well too. But it’s not safe to go out any
more, now these Punic wolves are abroad, everywhere
between here and Sicily. Can you help us?”

“How can I help? If the courses of wars could be
changed by witches, the whole history of the world
would have been different.”

“I don’t need you to change the course of the war,”
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the sailor said. ““Only to help me hide my boat from
those damned raiders.”

Cynthia shrugged. “They’re bigger than you are;
you'll see their masts above the horizon before they
see yours. Have one man on lookout, ready to give
the alarm.”

“They haven’t got a mast, they move by oars. I have
to wait till a ship’s stern-piece rises into sight to tell
whether she’s Roman or Punic. By that time it’s too
late, their oars move them faster than the winds move
me. Can’t you cast some spell to warn me before those
bloody pirates get above the horizon?”

Cynthia opened her mouth to say “no,” but the
word bloody had set something moving in her mind,
like the first pebble that sets off a landslide.

To tell of a certain man, the direction in which he
lies from thee, and how near, take a drop of his
blood . . . It was one of the spells in one of the books;
just at the moment she couldn’t remember which.

. and mix it into a gill of water with hyssop and
brimstone and . . .

But now Duilius put the dockmaster aside with a
courteous word and stepped up to her other side.
“Hail, Cynthia. The last time I met you, you saved
my life; may this meeting prove as good an omen.
What brings you to Italy?”

“Hail, Gaius Duilius. I've come to find a place
called Awornos where, it’s said, one can speak to the
shades of the dead. Do you know where it lies?”’

The Roman smiled. “I should, it’s on my land. It’s
not far from here, and I shall give myself the pleasure
of taking you there as soon as I have time. The cap-
ture of this ship is a stroke of luck we can’t afford to
waste. Rome yields to none in her skill in war on land,
but at sea we are no better than raw recruits, and
must learn the drill quickly.

“At present I command the Roman armies in Sicily;
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I must return soon, but I wanted to see this ship
safely delivered.”
. and say these words . . .

They turned to admire the ship, now anchored in
mid-harbor where nothing could run into it, with little
rowing boats attending on it. Its decks were mottled
with dark patches.

. . and put it into a bottle, and whenever the man
aforesaid shall be within ten leagues from thee . . .

“It’s so big,” Cynthia said. “I’ve seen them before,
but not up close. How can it keep from falling apart?”

“Because of its shape,” Demetrios said. “Its ratio
of length to breadth is much lower. It’s a trough, not
a reed, and not so easily broken. It’s slower than the
old triremes, of course, but a ship like that isn’t trying
to outrun its enemies, it lumbers in and rams them. I
still can’t picture how your little Roman boats were
able to take it, though I have some ideas.”

. . . the bottle shall glow like a little sun, upon that
side of it that faceth toward the said man.

Duilius turned toward him. “Oh, that’s quickly told.
We were- transporting troops to Sicily in those little
triremes. That ship pursued us too eagerly, and ran
aground in shallow water. We boarded it and took it
easily. You're a shipwright?”

“I studied shipbuilding in Alexandria,” he said. “I
studied everything. Eratosthenes was my teacher; he
studies everything.”

“This is my late husband’s brother,”” Cynthia put in,
“Demetrios son of Palamedes of Corinth.”

Oh, gods, she had invented a different father’s name
for Komi, what had it been? Maybe Duilius wouldn’t
remember either. He said only, “Your husband’s
gone? I am sorry. May the earth lie light upon him,”
and turned back to Demetrios.

“Are you at liberty now? Would you accept a com-
mission from the Senate and People of Rome?”

“I’m entirely at liberty, and I would consider a com-
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mission favorably,” Demetrios said. “I came here to
bring my brother’s widow to Awornos; till she’s done
that I have no plans.”

Duilius stood considering him, and Cynthia held her
breath, imagining the Roman comparing tall, blond
Demetrios and little, dark Komi in his mind. But he
said only, “May it prove fortunate for all of us. Come,
you shall stay in my house and we’ll discuss it.”

Demetrios collected his household with a glance and
they made ready to follow Duilius. But the sailor
tugged again at Cynthia’s sleeve: “Lady, if the lord
Duilius shows you favor, remember me.”

“I don’t know your name,” she said, ‘“but—"

“It’s Antigonos.”

*“Antigonos, come see me at the house of lord Dui-
lius tomorrow, or the day after. I think I may have
an idea.”

And, indeed, her head seemed ready to burst with
the idea swelling inside it, she had conceived an idea
and was now in labor with it, having no idea what
kind of thing it might be. She looked at the ship again,
its decks splashed with the blood of attackers and de-
fenders. . . . but it will also tell thee of the aforesaid
man’s blood kin, though shining not so brighily.

And Cynthia, her idea safely born and swaddled
in her mind, gave a great sigh of relief and followed
after Duilius.

By the time they reached the house, Demetrios and
Duilius had agreed that Demetrios would supervise
the careful disassembly of the Punic ship, preparatory
to building a new Roman fleet that could match it.

“Demetrios, I want something else,” Cynthia said.
“When you take apart the ship, I want every drop of
blood from its decks, every crumb of blood I guess I
should say, since it will have clotted and dried. Even
if you have to pry the splinters off the wood to get it.
Bring it to me in well sealed boxes, so that not a single
fragment is lost.”
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“Very well,” Demetrios said with a shrug. Duilius
raised his brows, but he would never argue with the
witch of Syracuse.

The house of Gaius Duilius was a young palace,
with rooms winding around two sides of a small hill
above the city proper. And this, the maid Rhodopé
reported after gossiping with the house slaves, was
only one of several houses Duilius owned, country vil-
las and townhouses and a great mansion in Rome it-
self. Cynthia had a pair of rooms on the western side,
looking out over the city to the sea; at the harbor’s
edge she could see, or imagined she could see, the
tiny dot that was the captured Punic ship.

Rhodopé brought the gist of the war news to Cyn-
thia before she could learn it from Duilius: the Roman
armies besieging Agrigentum on Sicily had taken it,
and were now spreading out over the rest of the is-
land. Cynthia could only hope her friends there, En-
zaro and Xenokleia and her family, would be safe. But
then, the tyrant would be sure to bring his mother’s
household into a place of safety, even if she preferred
to stay on her farm.

They joined Duilius for dinner, and he and Deme-
trios talked military and naval shop while Cynthia
nursed her new-born idea.

Demetrios had sat up on the edge of the couch
where he reclined at table, pushed his plate aside, and
now seemed to be playing a strange game. His left
elbow resting on the table, his wrist bent at a right
angle, he raised his arm to the vertical and let it fall
again so that his fingertips touched the tablecloth.
“Got it,” he said. “A portable gangplank, with a hinge
here and a spike here for sticking into your opponents’
deck. I'll have to work out the details. It’ll make the
ship top-heavy, I'll have to deal with that, but in the
meantime, my lord Duilius, I suggest you have your
soldiers train in crossing gangplanks, at a run, in full
armor, without falling off. While they do that, I'll put
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a couple of the engineering team on the gangplank
design while the rest work on the ship. With luck,
they’ll all be ready about the same time.”

“And with the gods’ favor, that will be soon enough,”
Duilius said.

“I may have something that will help too,” Cynthia
said. “I should be able to give you a report in a few
days.” And softly to Demetrios, in the Koing, I shall
need that blood,” and Demetrios said, ‘“Tomorrow.”

The next day the boxes started coming to Duilius’
house, and the slaves brought them up to Cynthia’s
rooms, along with many earthenware plates with a
cheap white glaze. A bronzesmith provided long pins
and three pairs of tweezers. There was no way of tell-
ing one man’s blood from another’s, and Cynthia
spent the day picking each tiny crumb apart from
every other, and that night she dreamed she was the
girl in the tale, set by a cruel mother-in-law to sort a
roomful of mixed grain into its separate kinds, grain
by grain.

Antigonos came to the house at evening on the fol-
lowing day, and Cynthia saw him in her workroom.
What the builder had intended for a lady’s parlor,
suitable for pleasant conversation, had turned into a
stillroom for authentic witches’ brews. A row of bra-
ziers stood along one wall, supporting pots and kettles
of copper and earthenware and bronze, and the air
was filled with pungent fumes. The glassmakers of Pu-
teoli had been raided for little bottles, perfume vials,
teardrop amphorai and the like, and they lay every-
where—on tables, chairs, and sheltered areas of the
floor.

“Antigonos,” Cynthia greeted him, “give me a drop
of your blood.” And as the man took a step back-
ward “Yes, it’s for a spell, but none that will harm
you. I've already tried it on myself and my maid and
my brother-in-law.”” Antigonos rolled his eyes heaven-
ward and held out his hand, and Cynthia pierced his
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finger with a pin and shook one drop of blood into a
vial. She added a measure of stuff from one of her
pots and stoppered the vial securely. “Now we need
darkness,” she said. “Come with me and you’ll see
a sight.”

They stepped out onto the balcony outside Cyn-
thia’s bedchamber. It was already dark, and the little
lights of the city shone like scattered fireflies. Cynthia
spoke the words of activation, and the side of the vial
nearest Antigonos began to glow; it lit up his aston-
ished face.

“Now then,” Cynthia said. ‘“No, stay on that side,
but look at me.” She covered the side nearest Anti-
gonos with her hand, and the light dimmed, but he
could still see her face by the light that shone out of
the vial’s far side.

“It glows in every direction,” she explained, “be-
cause in every direction there are men who are your
blood kin.”

“Actually, since my uncle died there aren’t—"" Anti-
gonos began, but Cynthia cut him short.

“Men of this city,” she said, “your distant kin, are
enough to set off this much light. Now, suppose I have
a drop of Punic blood in a vial? Whenever men of
Panormos, or Lilybaion, or Carthage itself, come near,
their kinsman’s blood will glow in sympathy—and
‘near’ means several miles, further than you can see
on shipboard.

“So I think, anyhow. I need to test it, Antigonos,
at night and at sea, and there’s no time like the pres-
ent. Take me to your boat.”

She wrapped up in her black stole and picked up a
small chest. “These are the vials that haven’t shone at
all so far. Some shone brightly, some less so—my
guess is that those were from Roman soldiers who
bled, but survived, and these were from those who
fell, but have surviving kinsmen in the city. But these
that did nothing—maybe they are failures, or maybe

9
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they came from men whose kinsmen are all far away
from here, ey? We’ll find out.”

“Where are we going?”’

“Out of the harbor, as close to one of those Punic
pirates as we dare. I trust they’ll be out there. I have
some favorable winds at my disposal.”

She no longer had the flute of Palamedes, which
had been lost somewhere in their travels, but she had
a spell-song to sing that made the wind rise up at their
backs and belly out their sails. Antigonos shrugged
and commended himself to the gods, who were clearly
on his side that night. It was well before midnight that
Cynthia stopped humming her song and pointed to
the horizon. There was a hulking shape on the hori-
zon, dark against the stars.

Cynthia opened her box, and smiled. Some of the
vials indeed were still dark, but most of them glowed
with the soft light that said, “My kinsmen lie some-
where yonder.” She plucked out the ones that were
still dark, and wrapped them into a cloth and tucked
them into one corner of the chest.

They had turned and gone a little distance from the
ship, out of earshot at least, when the surface of the
water began to heave, as if a great school of fish were
beneath it. There was a light in the depths that rose,
and burst out of the water, and Antigonos moaned
and covered his eyes.

Again there was the strange ambiguity Cynthia had
seen before, sometimes, in the appearance of the god.
He might have been man-sized, standing breast-deep
in the water on the little boat’s port side, or immensely
huge and far away. A crown of pearls was on his head,
or maybe it was only the water droplets that fell glis-
tening from his hair and beard. He held in his right
hand the trident that marked him as lord of the sea.

“Hail, Neptune,” Cynthia said. “Is it well with you?”

“Ah, it could be worse,” the god said, and smiled,
and all the choppy little waves fell calm. “You are
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doing me a service, Cynthia, though once again you
don’t know it. Rejoice for me. You, and others, are
bringing me a new bride.”

“Let me wish you happiness, lord,” Cynthia said
politely. “Do I know the fortunate lady?”

“No, but you shall.” Neptune smiled again. “It’s
approaching midsumer, a propitious time for wed-
dings,” and sank again beneath the sea.

Antigonos was trembling violently. She patted his
shoulder till he regained some of his calm. ‘“What are
you, lady, that the god of the sea speaks to you like
an old friend?”

“Only a mortal,” she said, “but one with unusual
friends. Let’s go.”

When the boat was docked again, she pulled out
one of the vials that had glowed at the nearness of
the Punic ship and gave it to Antigonos. “If you go
out by day, you’ll need to look at this down in the
hold, or under a black cloth. But this should tell you
if men of Punic blood are nearby. One for you: the
rest for the navy.”

Sometimes the busiest days can be told in the fewest
words. Under the eyes of Demetrios, the shipwrights
of Puteoli took the Punic ship apart and measured all
its pieces. Gaius Duilius went back to his command
in Sicily. New ships by the dozens began taking shape
on the shore, and in the hills above Neapolis, on raised
platforms with oarports, men practiced rowing to the
chant of the coxswain, two and three to an oar. Armed
men, seasoned marines and ordinary Roman soldiers,
practiced running two abreast over a four-foot-wide
gangplank without falling off. Corvus, the Romans
called it, the raven. Demetrios went twice to Ostia,
the secondary port at the Tiber’s mouth, to see to the
preparations there and to report to the consul Gnaeus
Cornelius Scipio, the commander of the fleet.

Cynthia stayed in her workroom, adding a crumb of
dried blood to a gill of water, mixing with hyssop and
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brimstone, saying the words. Twice Antigonos took
her out again to test the new vials. Once they were
nearly caught by a Punic ship whose lookout saw the
glow from the vials, but Cynthia called up a fog under
whose cover they escaped.

Sometimes she went down to the shipyards to watch
the big ships—quinqueremes, the Romans -called
them, “fivers”’—take shape. Each team had a master
who knew what he was about and a crew of appren-
tices who were learning by doing. But there were doz-
ens of men who sat by the side, patiently making
thousands of treenails to be pegged into the growing
hulls, or sharpening an endless procession of dulled
plane-irons and adzes. As one ship slid down the
beach into the water, ready for provisioning, men be-
hind it dragged the keel-timbers into place for the
next. In this way nearly one hundred ships were built
in sixty days.

Some of the new ships were set to patrolling the
Italian coast against pirate raids; others sailed to Mes-
sina for supplies. Most of them, before setting forth,
were visited by a figure wrapped in a dark stole, who
left a glass vial in the hands of captain or mate. Consul
Scipio came to Puteoli to inspect the work, and Cyn-
thia tried to get an interview with him, but his secre-
tary told her he was a very busy man who might have
time to talk to her after the war ended. She shrugged
and went back to her workroom.

Again it was Rhodopé, some days before midsum-
mer, who brought her the news that was all over the
harbor and the city: Scipio had taken a fleet of seven-
teen ships and, while supposedly on his way to Sicily,
had attacked the Punic city of Lipara, in the Aeolian
islands. A Punic fleet of twenty ships had taken the
Roman ships and Scipio himself, whose fate was cur-
rently unknown.

Cynthia shook her head. Quite possibly this would
have happened even if she had been able to give
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Scipio one or more of her vials. “What happens now?
Do they send for the other consul? I don’t know his
name, but they always have two, don’t they?”’

“Lady, the other consul is lord Duilius, and the trib-
une here has sent the fastest ship he has to Sicily, to
tell him.”

Cynthia struck her head with the heel of her hand.
“I’ve had my head among the pots too long. Come,
let’s go get some air.”

Two days later Duilius was back in Neapolis, gather-
ing every Roman ship that could be spared from shore
patrol. He did not come home even to sleep, and like
Scipio was surrounded by aides, heralds, and officers
who would not make way for the likes of the witch of
Syracuse. She managed to learn, not through Rhodopé
but through Antigonos, that the fleet would set off at
dawn the next day.

“Which is the flagship, on which Duilius himself will
be sailing?”’ she asked him. “If you don’t know, find
out. I have to be on it.”

“You’ve gone mad,” he said.

“Do it.”

So it was that in the early hours before dawn, as
the rowers began to make their way aboard ship, the
first three made up five, with Antigonos and Cynthia
in their midst. Deep in the hull, where boxes of hard-
baked bread and amphorae of water lay for the row-
ers’ needs, they built a hiding place for her, cramped,
but no smaller than the linen basket in which she had
escaped from Alexandria. One of the rowers was a
friend of Antigonos, who had promised the other two
inexpressible disaster if they should tell the secret.

“May the gods be with you, lady,” Antigonos whis-
pered. “I feel as if I should come along, but—"

“No, your task is to get out in your boat, once this
fleet departs,” Cynthia said, ‘‘and watch the vial I gave
you. If we are defeated, and the Punic fleet ap-
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proaches, you must sail back to Neapolis and give
the alarm.”

“I will.” Antigonos picked his way back between
the oar-benches and climbed out of the ship as the
rest of the rowers began to climb in.

Cynthia let several hours pass before she ventured
out of her hiding place. She had time, even, to con-
sider whether she was doing the right thing. Romans
had killed her father and poor old Demodoros, whose
face she could no longer remember.

She could remember Komi’s face very well, how-
ever, whom Tanit and her Punic ships had slain. She
rested her head on her knees and let the tears prickle
her eyelids. She remembered Areté, too, the young
goddess Virtue or Excellence, who had said Komi was
one of hers . . . and the Romans, too, temples of
virtues and honor she had called them. If it came to
Romans against Phoenicians, then, or to Rome against
Carthage, she knew where she would stand.

And, judging that enough time had passed, she got
up and made her way among the startled rowers and
went to confront Gaius Duilius.

She found him on deck among his soldiers, looking
up at the heavy iron spike of the raven, high overhead
against the mast that held it. The Roman seemed nei-
ther surprised nor angry to see her there, but only
shook his head Roman-fashion, the opposite of the
Hellenic. She showed him her remaining vials, and he
said only, “May the omen be favorable a third time.
When we pause at evening, to take our bearings, I'll
have them distributed among the other ships.”

The following day, the fleet approached Sicily; Cyn-
thia crouched in a little shelter on deck, watching the
light flicker in her remaining vial. The further they
sailed south toward the Straits of Messina, the more
the light seemed to concentrate toward the southwest.
Finally she emerged from the darkness and told Dui-
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lius, “They appear to be over that way, not so much
toward the Straits. What lies in that direction?”

Duilius’ navigator squinted at the pale shapes of the
Peloritans ahead, and turned to look at the darker
shapes of the Aeolians behind. “If the mountains are
there, and the islands are there, then that would be
Cape Mylai. A good place to shelter a fleet, my lord,
I suppose they could be there.” And Duilius thought
for a long moment, and gave the order to change
course.

Slowly the Peloritans rose higher above the horizon;
gradually the vial grew brighter, till she could see it
glowing in the shade of her cupped hand. “They’ll see
us coming before we see them,” the navigator said,
“with these raven things as tall as masts.”” And Duilius
said, “But we know where they are already.” So they
went on.

The mastless Punic warships popped up over the
horizon without warning, scattering across the water
like ducks on a pond, making for the Roman fleet.
“Look at them,” Duilius said. ‘“They have not even
bothered to keep in formation, they think we are easy
targets. Pass the signal: no ship is to lower its raven
until its target is well within range.”

The leading Punic ships bore in among the Roman
ships, each seeking a target to ram. Under the deck,
the voice of the coxswain rose in a rhythmic chant,
and Duilius’ ship turned in place as half the rowers
pulled forward and the other half backed, turned to
face its attacker, not quite prow to prow. The Punic
ship’s painted eyes glared fiercely above its bronze-
sheathed ram. Three sailors held the pulley rope that
controlled the raven, their eyes on the raised arm of
Gaius Duilius. Closer the attacker came, closer, and
Duilius brought down his arm like a sword-stroke. The
raven fell, just to starboard of the low prow, and sunk
into the portside deck of the Punic ship. Oars thrashed
uselessly; confused shouts went up. The Roman sol-
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diers formed a column of two abreast and ran along
the raven’s plank into the enemy’s midst. The first two
held their shields before them; the following pairs held
theirs to the sides, to guard against attack as they
came on board. The Carthagenians began to scream.
Gaius Duilius drew his sword and followed. Cynthia,
after a few moments, turned away.

All across the water, the ravens held Roman ships
to Punic ships in a deadly embrace. Further away,
Cynthia could see the remaining Punic ships moving
in—and seeing the fate of their companions—backing,
putting round, turning to flee. The vial in her hands
glowed like the sun with Punic blood, and she took it
back to the shelter and hid there with it till all was
over and the vial grew dim again as the wrecked ships
sank and the spilled blood washed away into the sea.
Then she came out again to find Duilius.

He stood, unhurt, with his hands before his face,
making a prayer of thanks to Neptune and the patron
gods of Rome. She let him be. She threaded her way
between awed soldiers who paused from binding their
wounds, hammering out dents in their bronze armor,
to stare as she went by. From the prow she could see
the water of the sea, calm again now, and the distant
line of Cape Mylai; no ship in sight but the Roman
ships.

Then far to the west something rose from the water:
Neptune again, tremendous in size, his crown of pearls
gleaming, his robes glistening, wading knee-deep with
his right hand outstretched, his face radiant with joy.
Cynthia turned. There, where Italy and all Europe
made no more than an imagined line against the hori-
zon, marked by cloudbanks bright under the westering
sun, another tremendous figure came to meet him. A
woman’s shape, long hair flowing, armed and armored,
with a long spear in the crook of her arm. She met
Neptune in the midst of the ships and gave him her
hand. The light swelled unbearably, and Cynthia too
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covered her face with her hands and offered prayers
of good fortune, for she had seen the wedding of the
Roman nation, which made her mistress of the sea.

As they returned to Neapolis the following day,
Gaius Duilius drew her aside, out of earshot of his
men. “‘I promised Demetrios,” he said, ‘“‘that if this
trick of his worked I would see to it that he got
Roman citizenship; that is, I shall adopt him. I have
four sons, all brilliant young men; now I shall have
five.”

“My respectful congratulations, my lord,” Cynthia
said. “He will bring you further honor.”

“He said—forgive me if I speak plainly—that he
hopes to marry you. Have you given him an answer?”’

“Not yet. I still have to go to Awornos, and consult
with the shades there.”

“As I promised, I'll take you there myself, tomor-
row or the next day. May you find answers to all your
questions there, and an answer for Demetrios too. I
would be happy to call you my daughter-in-law.”

The fleet returned to Neapolis at dusk. The harbor
of Puteoli flickered with the light of lamps and torches,
and the people were thick on the docks waiting to
welcome Duilius and his victorious fleet. They had
brought a litter to take Duilius into the town, where
a committee of senators was waiting to greet him. Sol-
diers and sailors poured down the gangplanks to min-
gle with the crowd, and Cynthia went ashore in their
wake, her darkened vial in her bodice, wrapped in her
black stole. But someone caught her arm.

“Are you Cynthia? Please come with me, my son is
very sick.” And as she blinked and stepped back,
“You are Cynthia, aren’t you? The witch of
Syracuse?”’

“I was,” she said. “Now I think I am the witch of
Rome. Lead the way.”
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as stepped out of the hill and stretched, slowly,

first one arm up to the sun, then the other. She
drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. Yes, there
was the scent of may-tree blossom, and the apple-scent
of wet eglantine leaves and underneath them, the
earthiness of soil.

The sunlight was warm on her face and that was
best of all. She smiled. This was worth the fight to win
her freedom to go out as she chose. Well, not a fight,
exactly. After all, the Fair Folk were only her foster-
family. It had, however, taken numerous presents of
her own making, weavings and carvings mostly, to win
their agreement. And that had taken time she’d rather
have spent sparring with Meana, the most respected
warrior in the sidhean.

She looked hard at a clump of white-trunked birch
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to her left, frowned, then walked over and tapped one
with her finger.

“What are you doing here, Father?”

The tree blurred and melted into the form of a fair-
haired, bearded man dressed in the same soft yellow
tunic, leather jacket, and britches as she was herself.

“Coming with me this time, are you?” His voice
was deep, with bell-like overtones. A persuasive voice,
she thought, and steeled herself against it.

“No. I'd like to be human for a while. Why not?
Since no one will tell me who my mother’s people are,
I’ll wander.” She drew her sword. “I may not be the
best warrior in the sidhean, but I'm good enough to
make my way out here.”

He laughed. “Yes, I'm sure you are. In fact, I think
both you and your opponents will be much surprised.”
He reached out and touched her pale hair. “Those
who raised you . . . they call you Ras ni Bheithe, don’t
they? Fury, daughter of Birch. They see more clearly
than you do. Much as you wish otherwise, you’ll come
to me for training in the end.”

She gave him a tight smile, then turned and started
walking down the hill. After a few moments, she
called back over her shoulder to him, “Even you
might find a century dull, Father. Don’t wait.”

A few days later, she left the forest, sighting a scat-
tering of houses across a small moor. As she came
closer, she saw cattle and sheep, with a few figures
drifting among them. She slowed her pace to a saun-
ter, signaling her peacefulness. They would think her
a man, of course, in these clothes, and she didn’t want
them running for bows and swords.

A small boy’s yell brought heads out of windows
and from behind doors as she neared the settlement.
She saw a stout gray-haired woman standing in front
of one house and walked up to her. With her straight
back and the way she stood her ground as others
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joined her, she must be someone respected, one of
the leaders.

“Madainn mhath.” Ras kept her voice low and cour-
teous. “Good morning. Blessings on all gathered
here.” ‘

The woman smiled. “Blessings on you yourself.
Would you like oatcakes and fresh milk?” She ges-
tured toward the door with her hand. “Come in.”

Everyone, from toddlers to a thin old woman bent
over a stick, crowded in behind them, obviously ex-
cited by having a stranger in their midst. The inside
was no more than the usual dirt-floored, soot-smeared
room, but Ras was impressed with the dignity of the
owner. This woman knew she had no reason to bow
to anyone. A woman worth knowing.

“I am Anna ni Donnachadh,” she said, “and this is
my daughter, Mairi.”

A brown-haired girl stepped out of the press of peo-
ple and smiled. “Welcome. My mother and I are fortu-
nate to have you in our house.”

Ras suddenly felt grubby and worn. Just seventeen,
perhaps, Mairi was as graceful and well proportioned
as a deer, and as lovely as one of the wildflowers that
dotted the fields. I'm only twenty, she thought, but did
I ever look like this?

Anna’s eyes twinkled. ‘““The flower of the town, such
as it is, my Mairi. Not even I could have matched her
when I was young. But there are other gifts in the
world than beauty.”

Ras met her eyes squarely, then nodded. “Such as
sight, perhaps?”’

“Among others.” The woman turned and said a few
words to another gray-haired woman, who brought a
pitcher of milk and the promised oatcakes. Then she
placed them on a small table and motioned for the
guest to sit.

“A long walk you’ve had, I'm sure. Eat now, and
tell us what you wish of your journey.” There was a
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murmur from the rest. “We don’t get many travelers,
you see, and we’ve all heard about everything that’s
happened here many times over. It would be a treat
to hear new tales.”

Ras took a bite of an oatcake and smiled at her.
“These are excellent. New-made, are they?” The
woman nodded. “Of course I'll add a few stories to
the pot as well as bits about my fortunately unevent-
ful travels. Let’s see, I did meet a pack of wolves
yesterday, but they didn’t seem to notice me. Rude,
wasn’t it?”

She saw bodies lean toward her as the room turned
quiet. And what am I going to tell them? she thought
wryly. That I walked out of a hill of the Fair Folk a
few days ago? Never mind. I’'ve been outside enough
to make it up. And stories I have, stories they’ve cer-
tainly never heard. I could get lodging for a week on
three of them alone, the ones that take more than one
night’s telling.

She looked around and thought, yes, I could stay
here. I wouldn’t mind at all. Then she began. “I came
over Beinn Gharbhach last week and . . .”

There was a shout in the distance, then more, closer.
Ras put down the shuttle and stood up from the loom
with relief. She was glad to help, of course, and the
past few weeks in Anna’s house had passed quickly,
but it wasn’t her sort of work.

Mairi’s face lightened and she jumped up from her
spinning. “It’s Alasdair, Mother, I'm sure of it. It
wouldn’t take him much longer to get back from
Baile Lainn.”

Then she looked at the warrior-woman and blushed.
“We’re going to get married, you see. He left the
morning you came.”’

Anna turned from the fire where she’d just set some
oatcakes to bake. “Go along, then.” She put on a
mock frown and sighed heavily. “I won’t get much

l
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work from you the rest of the day, I'm sure, but make
sure you card the rest of that bag of wool by tomor-
row night.”

A few seconds later, Mairi was gone. Anna glanced
sharply at Ras, then laughed and said, “We deserve a
rest, ourselves. You do a fine job at the weaving, girl,
but I can tell your heart isn’t in it.”” Then she got the
pitcher of milk out of the corner. “And some of the
old baking needs to be eaten up, as well.”

Ras stood up and stretched. “Thank you. I have to
admit that I usually spend more time in sword-
sparring than loom-work. What’s Alasdair like?”” Then
she smiled. “Perhaps what I'd really like to know is
whether or not he deserves such a sweet-natured girl.
I don’t think I’ve heard her say a mean word since I
got here.”

“Oh, he’s good enough. Perhaps a bit too quick to
take offense and a bit too slow to ask pardon for his
own mistakes.” Anna suddenly looked older, the lines
in her face deeper. “I’ll miss her, even if she is only
a few miles away.”

During the silence that followed, Ras realized that
she missed no one, not even her foster-mother, Sorla.
She’d never felt the obvious closeness shared by Anna
and Mairi with anyone in the sidhean. They’d fed her
and taught her and left her alone to wander. Even the
few humans they kept to make things for them usually
ignored her. What did it feel like, being loved like
this?

“Ah, well,” Anna sighed. “Soon there’ll be grand-
children running in and out.”

A few moments later, Mairi danced into the room,
breathless, followed by a black-haired young man with
a broad grin on his face. “Mother, look, he’s brought
wine for the wedding! And a yellow silk scarf for me!”

Perhaps, Ras thought, watching, they love each other
because they’re human. But wolves love their pups, at
least I think they do. How do I understand this? Would



60 Mara Grey

the human half of me love a child, or a man? Then
she remembered her manners and stood up.

“Alasdair, this is Ras,”” Mairi said, laughing. “I
think she’d probably rather fight than weave, but she’s
helping us get the cloth done for my new cloak.”

His eyes shone. “A swordswoman? We could have
a match this evening, perhaps.”

“I would be pleased.” She realized that she liked
this young man, liked his impulsiveness and his quick,
graceful movements. And no one else had offered to
fight her. Yes, it was likely that he did deserve Mairi.

Everything was ready for the wedding tomorrow.
Alasdair and a few of his friends were off with their
bows getting deer for the feast. The bottles of wine
occupied a place of honor in Anna’s house, next to
the growing pile of bread she and the neighbors had
baked. And, of course, there was whiskey and beer,
besides.

“Where’s Mairi, do you know? I haven’t seen her
all afternoon.” Anna’s face was red from the heat of
the fire and her hands were covered with ashes.

Ras shook her head. She was hemming the wedding
dress, her fingers remembering the fine stitches one of
the human women had taught her when she was only
five. It was tedious work, but she enjoyed listening to
the gossip that flew back and forth across the room.

“I think she went over to the river to wash,” an-
other young woman said. “There’s a pool down below
the waterfall that’s more fun to swim in than the upper
ones. But she’s been more than a while at it. Perhaps
I should go see if she’s all right.”

“Yes. Go on. We can finish without you.” Anna bit
her lip, then looked at the warrior-woman, her eyes
suddenly wide and afraid. “Would you go with her?”
Then she sat down, heavily.

“Of course.” Puzzled, Ras put on her sword and
left, following Mairi’s friend. Then the cold hit her
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stomach and she started running. “‘Come on. We need
to find her right away.”

The girl’s body was still warm, her damp hair and
skin showing that she’d already washed, then dressed.
Her shift and overdress, however, had been ripped
and pulled into a tangle of cloth around her neck.
Blood had spread from the knife wounds in her chest
and pooled around her body.

Ras stood up, feeling numb, unable to think. The
other girl’s sobs mixed with the ordinary rushing noise
of the river, the wind in the trees. There was even sun
warm on her face. How could this happen? How could
anything so cruel happen in the middle of such happi-
ness as there had been this day?

Teeth clenched, she searched both sides of the river
for any sign of the murderer, but there were no more
than there would have been if a hawk or a vulture
had .dropped from the sky. Hid his trail in the shal-
lows, probably, and who knows where they’d find it?

After straightening Mairi’s clothes out as best she
could, she picked her up in her arms. “Come on,” She
said, more harshly than she meant to. “We can’t help
Anna by delaying the blow.”

Alasdair poured the wine he’d bought for the wed-
ding into glasses set around the coffin. His skin was
grayish and his face looked like it had been carved
from granite, but he’d refused to let anyone else ar-
range the wake and funeral.

He’d made Anna drink a quart of whiskey, though
she’d never said a word, not wept or screamed or even
cried. “Mairi’s my wife,” he said, “and I’ll bury her
well before I mourn. And I'll care for you as I would
my own mother. You’ll not want for anything, I prom-
ise you.”” Now she sat in the corner, her eyes dull, her
mouth a thin line.

Ras watched him and approved, but she felt more
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a stranger than ever. What right do I have here, a
spectator to their grief and anger? I feel it, myself, but
I knew Mairi such a short while. And is this part of
loving, too, the terrible hole left when they’re gone?
She closed her eyes, trying to ignore it for a while,
trying to think of swallows and may-blossoms, of liv-
ing things.

Alasdair lifted a glass to the villagers massed around
him. “Come, friends, and drink to my wife, though we
never had time to say the vows. Bless her now, as you
would have blessed us at our wedding.”

Then he lifted a bottle. “This is the last of the wine
that I brought, and I swear to you that it will be drunk
on the day the beast who killed her dies. We will share
it then, as we share this portion now, in celebration
of a gentle, generous-hearted, beautiful woman. I
swear -to you that we will share it when we can give
her spirit the peace of revenge!”

Troubled, the warrior-woman heard his vow and
wondered how he’d fulfill it. An oath was a heavy
thing to bear for years without hope of rest. They’d
searched, of course, and found nothing at all. Oh,
there was a well traveled path downstream, but twenty
or thirty horses had passed there recently. Any sign
was lost in the confusion.

She knew that she didn’t share their limitations, that
she had other resources, some she’d never explored.
Could she use them now? Did she want to use them?

Yes, she decided finally. Yes, I'll do whatever needs
to be done to help Alasdair drink this wine and have
his revenge. Then we both can go on.

“Father,” she said, stepping into the clump of birch.
“I want to talk to you.” There was enough moonlight
to show her the grass and the gracefully drooping
branches, but little else. The midnight stillness was
heavy, almost watchful.
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She waited a moment, then repeated her request.
She was starting to wonder if she would have to go
looking for him, when a white owl glided down,
blurred, and became the man she knew as her father.
She wondered now what the word would have meant
if she’d been fully human.

Before he could say anything, she put a hand on his
arm and said, “I have to find out something, a thing
beyond human knowledge. A friend of mine was mur-
dered, and I'm going help avenge that death. Now will
you help me without pulling me into your world the
way you always want to?”’

He was silent for a moment. “Why is it you think
I'm so different from them?”’ He grabbed her wrist as
she leaned forward and started to protest. “Yes, I can
change shape. Yes, I stay young for centuries. But my
people were once the same as them. We simply looked
farther, tried more ways of being in this world.”

He gestured toward the cluster of houses. “Do you
think they don’t long for power? That they wouldn’t
give half a lifetime to know what it feels like to be an
owl or a hawk? Do you?”

“l don’t know, and right now I don’t care. All I
want is to know who killed Mairi. Tell me that and
then we’ll talk about it.”” Her voice was low and
intense.

“All right. Get the man who was going to marry
her and meet me where she was killed at dawn.” He
smiled as her eyes widened with surprise. ‘““Oh, yes,
hearing thoughts is another of my talents. Useful, too.
Are you sure you don’t . . .”

But she was already walking away.

The two of them picked their way through the brush
and tree trunks as the clouds overhead turned from
darkness to gray, arriving where Mairi’s body had lain
just as their edges turned pink and gold. Ras silently
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cursed her father for his showmanship. Why couldn’t
the old fox simply tell her the name of the man and
let her go?

“Will you tell me now what this is about?”’ Alas-
dair’s voice was tight, each word curt. “And why you
pulled me out of bed in the darkness without telling
me any more than that I had to come for Mairi’s sake?
Of course I'd come. You knew that. Now explain
yourself.”

She put her hand on her sword and pointed to a
fallen log. “Just sit and keep quiet. I've asked for help
to find the murderer, and all you need to do, I think,
1s watch.”

He reached for his own sword, then walked over,
sat down, and looked at the ground, his face hard.

Suddenly tired, she pushed her hair back from her
face. “‘Look, Alasdair, you have every right to avenge
her and I have none. But there’s an advantage I have.
I don’t want to explain it. For Mairi’s sake, will you
just wait and watch what happens here?”

“All right.” Then he looked up at her and gave a
short, humorless laugh. “What else could I do for her?
My vow to butcher him like a boar in November is as
empty as my stomach right now. Which way do I go,
east or west or even down to the sea? Tell me and
I'll be gone, but right now I feel as helpless as a calf
tied to a post, bawling for its mother.”

“I know. That’s why I asked . . . someone . . . to
help us.”

“And that’s why I’'m here.”

Alasdair’s eyes widened as the pale-haired figure
flared up from the surface of the ground to become
solid and ordinary in front of him.

The birch-man glanced at his daughter. “All right, it
is a bit dramatic, but it saves explanations, doesn’t it?”’

“Just tell us what we need to know.” She knew she
sounded surly, but why flatter him? Then the thought
occurred to her that perhaps, just perhaps, she was
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jealous of his talents. She frowned and brought her
mind back to their problem. “You wanted us at dawn
and here we are. What kind of an answer do you
have?”

After giving her a sly smile, he threw out his arms
to the trees around them, then turned to address them,
one by one. The language he used was liquid, sono-
rous, slipping tantalizingly into her mind, as if she
should know it. She wondered if Alasdair felt the
same, or if it was part of her heritage.

After a few moments, he dropped his arms, listened
for a moment, then said to them over his shoulder,
“They remember. They will put the man’s face into
your minds if you wish.”

Ras and Alasdair looked at each other. He looked
calmer than she’d expected. Perhaps the stories he’d
heard around the fire all his life had prepared him for
uncanny events. He spoke first, “Yes. Yes, of course.”

She sighed. “All right. Tell them we wish it.”

“Close your eyes and think of nothing. When you
see the man clearly, open them.”

At first she saw only blackness, but gradually, slowly,
a point of light broadened and stretched into the fig-
ure of a black-haired man in an embroidered white
tunic with a red cloak around his shoulders and a cir-
clet of gold on his head. He held a bloodied dagger
in his left hand and he was laughing.

‘Oh, by the Nine Powers of wind and sky!”’ Alasdair
gasped. “It’s the foreigners’ earl, the one from the
castle down by the ford.” He jerked a dagger out of
his belt and pulled out his sword. “T’ll gut him like a
fish, I'll tie his entrails in knots, I'll . . .”

“You’ll do nothing,” the fair-haired man inter-
rupted. “You’d never get to him and you wouldn’t
live an hour after you tried. Give your blood-vow to
this woman and I'll help her accomplish it. Otherwise
your Mairi’s death will always remain a pitiful stain
on your people’s memory. Give it!”
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Alasdair looked from one to the other, a surly,
trapped expression on his face. “All right,” he said at
last, “I give her leave to seek vengeance for my wife.
But if you fail, I'll. hunt you down as I would have
hunted him, I swear it!”” Then he turned and walked
away.

As Ras opened her mouth to speak, her father put
his hand out and touched her cheek. “And now,
daughter, you will learn the shape-changing ways of
the most ancient people in this land, of my people,
for they offer the only path you can take.”

She closed her eyes and stood still a moment, fight-
ing the impulse to attack him, the impulse to run. But
he had her trapped like a hare in a noose. This was
something she was bound to accomplish, she wanted
to accomplish, and he was right. There was no other
path she could take but the one of power accepted,
explored, and used.

“All right,” she said finally, then her eyes blazed at
him. “Show me quickly, now.”

Fooling the earl’s men was so easy that she felt as
if she were cheating. Perhaps she was. Who would be
prepared for danger from a bird?

The castle was on a small hillock surrounded by
marsh and winding channels. The river itself skirted
one edge, its sluggish current both a barrier to inva-
sion and a highway to the sea. It stank of greed and
rotting dung and she had to steel herself to enter it.

She waited until it was almost sunset, for she wanted
to catch the earl asleep. Then she stepped out from
under the trees and thought herself into the shape of
a swallow, the one that seemed easiest for her to catch
with her mind. During the week that her father had
trained her, though, she had sometimes felt some sort
of tree-shape tugging at her attention. Later, perhaps.

She darted around the stone walls until she saw an
unoccupied room, then flew in and folded her wings
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next to an embroidered hanging. Then, slowly, for her
swallow-feet were awkward, she walked behind it and
settled herself to wait.

She wouldn’t have admitted it to her father, but she
enjoyed the new sensations she’d found through his
teaching. Tumbling out of a window to swoop and
slide and skim over a lake. Looking down onto a
meadow then flashing past a thousand flowers. Turn-
ing so quickly that thought could hardly keep up with
her wings. Everything was new, an exciting game to
play. How could she have lived without it?

There were shouts and laughter from downstairs,
the dining hall probably. Then they ended and she
heard feet tramping back and forth, smothered giggles
and low voices. Then these, too, stopped. When every-
thing was quiet, she flew out and up to the window
sill. Now which was the earl’s room?

She looked into eight windows before she found
the one that was obviously his, larger and more richly
furnished than any other, with two torches lit by the
door. She thought herself into her own shape and
crept closer. Yes, that was his face, though the lines
of it were softened by sleep. Would she ever be able
to forget 1t?

His sword was lying on the floor, within arm’s reach,
a heavy, brass-hilted broadsword very different from
her own. The swords of the sidhean were more deli-
cate, but stronger and less likely to crack under great
pressure. And, she had to admit, more suited to a
woman’s arm. Still, this one would do.

A girl lay on his other side, half covered by the
blanket. Too bad. She’d probably scream and Ras had
wanted this to be an execution, not a battle. And yet
she didn’t want to kill him before he knew what was
happening and why.

She took up the sword and pressed the point against
his throat. His eyes opened and he moved one arm,
then froze.
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“What do you want?”” he whispered.

“Cover the girl with the blanket and tell her to keep
quiet, then go over to the window. Slowly, or I'll just
kill you now.”

The girl yawned and then sighed a little as he cov-
ered her. Then he stood up and glared at his cap-
tof™ IS

“Too loud. I'm the one with the sword. Quiet.” And
she pressed the point against his chest.

“I’'m related to the king himself.”” he hissed. “You
can’t do this. I don’t know how you got in here, but
if you even scratch me your head will rot on a pike
outside my gate. You’ll never get away. Never!”

“I’ll go the same way I came, but that’s not impor-
tant. Do you remember the girl you raped and mur-
dered a week ago?”

He stepped back, his eyes staring, and she leaned
forward. “Yes, I see you do. You thought no one
would ever know, and no one could ever touch you,
with your guard and your relative the king.” Then she
raised the point to touch his throat again. “But I'm a
witch. I flew in here and I'll fly out. I used my powers
to track you down and there is no escape. Do you
understand?”’

He nodded and closed his eyes, as if waiting. And
with a prayer for the peace of Mairi’s soul, she drove
the sword into his chest.

Alasdair caught Ras’ eye as he poured the last of
the wine into glasses held in outstretched hands and
nodded slightly. She gave him a small smile and nod-
ded back.

She’d told him what had happened, of course, for
he had a right to know, but had sworn him to secrecy.
A wonder, everyone said of the earl’s mysterious
death, and him a cruel brute who treated his people
like slaves. No one asked Alasdair any questions, how-
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ever, when he asked them to gather by Mairi’s grave.
Everyone, even the children, stood in silence as he
opened the last bottle he’d brought from Baile Lainn.

After the last few drops were poured onto the
mound of fresh earth, he lifted his glass and said, “To
my wife, to Mairi, may her spirit cross the black river
of death in peace.”

Anna, her back straight as a young girl’s, stood be-
side him. After taking a sip, she poured the rest of
wine onto the grave, then turned and left without a
word. Everyone followed her, muttering and whisper-
ing now among themseives.

The warrior-woman walked over to Alasdair, who
was looking off in to the distance, and put her hand
on his arm. “It’s over,” she said. “Now it’s time to
go home.”

“Yes,” he said without looking at her. “She’s gone
and I am here. It’s time to go back to living.” Then
he turned his head suddenly to meet her eyes. “Are
you staying? You're welcome, of course. I know Anna
still needs help. But you secem like you're slipping
away, even while you’re standing here.”

She saw the shadow of awe in his eyes and sighed.
“Yes, I'm leaving, not today, but soon. You know I'm
not completely human. How could I pretend to be
what I'm not?” As she spoke, she realized that this
was what she had feared most, that there would never
be any place for her, anywhere.

But he straightened up, grinned, and put his arm
around her. “Don’t be daft. You’re as human as I am.
And if there’s a bit more to you than that, so what?
You go off and learn how to change yourself into fire
or sparrows or rabbits if you need to. But come back.
You’ll have a place by the fire any night you choose.”

Feeling suddenly lighter, she said with mock sever-
ity, “The only reason I’'m coming back, young man, is
to keep you in training. You take your sword out of
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its sheath every day, even if it’s only to split a straw.

And get the other men to join you. It’s disgraceful,

the sloppy way you all swing. And furthermore . . .”
And they walked away without looking back.
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alli stomped into her chamber and flung the cur-

tain shut behind her. Shoving back her hood, she
tore off her mask and hurled it into the darkness. A
sliver of daylight pierced the gloom as her mask
bounced off the sack she’d hung over the room’s nar-
row window, then hit the floor with a dull clank.
Groaning, she slumped onto the bed, burying her face
in her hands.

Her face—no matter what she did, everything al-
ways came down to her face. With her fingertips, Calli
traced the jutting arch of her nose and pressed at the
softness of her lips. Her face felt just like the faces
she saw on everyone else—until she reached the top

n
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of her forehead, where a tangle of writhing, eyeless
snakes took the place of hair. The snakes were defi-
nitely different. Yet even their presence didn’t explain
what happened to people who saw her unmasked.
People looked at snakes all the time without turning
to stone.

If she studied her reflection, she supposed, that
might answer some questions. But she’d never dared
to look, unable to face the monster she might see.
Only Andras—stone already, or, at least, bronze—had
seen her face and survived to share his observations.
He said she looked beautiful. But Calli was familiar
with beauty, and she knew that beauty didn’t turn
people and animals, even insects, into exquisitely de-
tailed sculptures. Besides, Andras’ judgment wasn’t al-
ways what it should be, as demonstrated by the mess
he’d gotten himself into.

That thought thrust Calli to her feet. She couldn’t
sit around feeling sorry for herself. She had to help
Andras. Since her offer to ransom him had failed, and
King Turannos kept him too heavily guarded to rescue
by stealth or force, that meant yet another debate.

Calli shut her eyes and imagined walking through
the royal garden to the place where she met with King
Turannos. All she had to do was remove her mask—
dialogue over. But the thought of the sudden silence,
followed by the thumps of stone birds and butterflies
fallen to the ground, wrenched her stomach. Even the
image of King Turannos as a silent statue gave her
only brief, guilty satisfaction. She’d vowed not to use
her face to destroy living things, and she wouldn’t.

So, as pointless as it seemed to exhaust another af-
ternoon locked in verbal wrestling with King Tur-
annos, it also seemed to be the only reasonable course
of action. At least she’d get to see Andras. With a
sigh, Calli donned her mask and pulled her hood back
over her head. Then, throwing aside the curtain, she
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strode from her chamber in the porters’ lodge, past
the courtyard altar, to the gate of King Turannos’
garden.

As usual, neither of the regular spearmen gave her
a second glance, but the new guard captain again
blocked her way. Calli drew a deep breath, ready to
renew her argument that, even though he personally
had never seen her before, and even though he didn’t
trust someone who wouldn’t reveal her face, he should
at least ask someone, anyone, before denying her en-
trance. But, before she could speak, he proclaimed,
“King Turannos expects you. Do not be late again.”

Calli’s hands curled into fists as she fought the urge
to show the new guard captain her face. Instead, she
brushed past him into King Turannos’ garden.

Inside, the garden’s beauty washed away her anger
like a cleansing wave. Her eyes, accustomed to dark-
ness since her childhood underground, couldn’t make
out details beyond arm’s length, but she could see the
colors bursting all around. She could smell the sun-
baked fragrance of flower petals resting on the path,
and she could hear the songs of birds. “So different,”
Calli whispered to herself. “So different from the
darkness.”

She understood why Andras had wanted to come
here. She even understood why he’d slipped off one
of the gloves that normally hid his hands, to run his
fingers over the blossoms of an olive tree. She just
wished that sunlight hadn’t glinted quite so oddly off
his metallic skin, catching the eyes of King Turannos.

King Turannos, it turned out, was a passionate col-
lector of beauty. As soon as he’d seen Andras, he’d
ordered his soldiers to seize him. Calli had petitioned
King Turannos in his garden every day of the fort-
night since.

Now she knew her way, navigating as much by scent
as by sight. Calli found King Turannos in his usual
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spot, seated on a stone bench beneath an arbor of
blossoming grape vines. Andras stood displayed be-
side him.

King Turannos smiled at her. A handsome man,
graced by an athletic build and eyes that gleamed with
merciless intelligence, he actually seemed to enjoy
their daily debates. No matter how many times Calli’s
arguments ran over familiar ground, he answered her
with fresh vigor.

“Welcome, Calligenia,” he greeted her. “What do
you think of my garden this afternoon?”’

“It’s beautiful,” Calli replied, ‘“‘as always.” The
question had become a ritual between them, and she
barely heard the answer she gave. Instead, she reached
out to Andras.

When she and Andras traveled together, he always
wore high boots, long gloves, and a hooded cloak
more enveloping than her own. But King Turannos
had stripped Andras of his concealments, exposing his
bronze features for all to see. Calli touched Andras’
ear, then the sculpted hair forever pushed behind it,
and took comfort in his familiar textures. Squeezing
his arm, she asked, “Are you still all right?”

Andras nodded. “I'm surviving.” But his voice
sounded tired, his usual cheer eroded by the weariness
of captivity.

“He’s amazing,” King Turannos declared, “isn’t
he?”’” His words reminded Calli of his presence, and
she stepped away from Andras. It bothered her when
King Turannos talked about Andras as if he were an
inanimate object just because Andras was different.
She wondered what King Turannos’ reaction would
be if he knew what lay beneath her mask and hood?
Would he address himself then, as if she, too, no
longer existed?

“I wish,” King Turannos continued, “that you’d tell
me how you came to own him.”

“I don’t own him,”” Calli corrected, though such dis-

bRl
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tinctions seemed to slide off King Turannos. ‘“He’s my
friend. Please release him.”

King Turannos stared at Andras. “A living statue!
Made of bronze, no less. If there was any way I might
acquire others like him, I might consider letting you
have this one back . . .”

“There are no others,” Calli assured him. ‘“And
there never will be.” Andras was unique—a gift to
her, from the gods, to keep her from exacting the
retribution they so richly deserved for helping Perseus
murder her mother. It ate at Calli, sometimes, that
she’d settled for any peace offering at all. True, she’d
been too young to remember when her mother had
fallen to Hermes’ sickle. And it was wonderful to have
Andras in her life, a companion she could enjoy with-
out having to worry about what might happen if her
mask slipped. Still, she worried that she’d been ap-
peased too easily. The gods deserved to be punished
for what they’d done. But, by the time they’d offered
her Andras, she’d grown sick of the killing, sick of the
lives turned cold and hard by the sight of her. So,
she’d accepted Andras and vowed never again to use
her face to destroy any living thing—an oath she usu-
ally felt glad to keep.

King Turannos tugged at his beard. “Surely, you
could at least tell me—"

“No. Even if I knew how to make more like him,
I wouldn’t tell you. Nothing intelligent deserves to be
created just to live its life as less than a slave.”

“Not a slave,” King Turannos protested, ‘“‘an hon-
ored guest.”

“An honored guest who has to go where you tell
him to go, and do what you tell him to do?”

“Beauty owes a debt to the world. The gods
wouldn’t create it if they didn’t mean for it to be
seen.”’

Calli stared past King Turannos toward a grove of
trees, their white blossoms blurred together like waves
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of foam. ““And ugliness?’’ she asked. ‘““What debt does
ugliness owe?”’

King Turannos dismissed her question with a wave
of his hand. “Ugliness is a useless thing. A punish-
ment.” His gaze went back to Andras. “But beauty
sings to men’s souls. It heals and inspires. Beauty is
the heart of all goodness.”

“And so I,” Calli murmured, too softly for King
Turannos to hear, “must be the root of all evil.” The
weight of her clothes in the heat of the garden sud-
denly seemed too much to bear. She wanted the con-
versation to end.

Ready to make her official plea for the day, Calli
knelt before King Turannos. ““You are the king of this
city. You have the power to do as you choose, but
not the power to make your choice right. Not even
the gods have that power. So, again, I ask you to
release Andras.”

She waited. Sometimes, if she’d managed to talk
King Turannos into a corner during their debate, he
left her on her knees for a long time. Usually, how-
ever, he let her rise after a moment, gave her a few
coins—as 1if she was nothing more than a flute-girl—
and invited her to return the next day.

“I applaud your persistence, Calligenia,” he an-
nounced, leaving her kneeling. “And I commend your
true appreciation of my garden. So I've decided to
give you a chance to win back your magical statue.”

The patronizing tone of King Turannos’ voice, and
his reference to Andras as nothing more than an en-
chanted trinket, made Calli bite her lip. She struggled
against the temptation to stand up, take off her mask,
and explain to the stone king exactly why she didn’t
have to win back someone who wasn’t rightfully
owned. But the thought of killing still sickened her
and she’d given her promise to the gods. Besides, she
felt a bit afraid to expose her face within King Tur-
annos’ garden, as if the sight of her might so affront
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its beauty that the trees and flowers would uproot
themselves and attack her. So she remained kneeling
and only asked, “Win him back? How?”

“By now, I imagine, you've become acquainted with
my city. Do you know the temple of Persephone?”

Calli nodded. It was a small temple, alone on a hill
at the outskirts of the city. She’d walked past it several
times. She felt a kinship with Persephone, reluctant
queen of the underworld. Persephone was someone
who surely understood how it felt to live in darkness.
“I’'m familiar with it.”

“It has come to my attention that the priests there
are guarding some great secret. Something powerful
beyond imaginging. I want you to get it for me, and
bring it to my garden.”

“And you’ll free Andras?”

“I think it would be a fair trade. You may rise,
Calligenia.”

Calli stood. It felt good to have something to do
besides spending the afternoon on her knees, then
pacing the city like a penned wolf. “This secret,”” she
pressed, “how will I know it?”

“I’'m sure you’ll solve that problem when you come
to it.”” King Turannos extended his hand to her. “Let
me give you my blessing.”

Calli stepped back. “Thank you. However, I prefer
to succeed or fail without the blessings of kings.” Or,
she added silently, the blessings of gods.

Moving to Andras, Calli brushed her fingers across
his face. “Next time,” she chided fondly, “‘keep your
gloves on.” Andras smiled, and she once more mar-
veled at how easily he moved his bronze lips. Wishing
she could smile too, Calli turned and left.

Late that night, Calli set out for Persephone’s tem-
ple. However, when she reached the circuit of stones
that marked the border of its sanctuary, she hesitated,
again questioning her decision to bring her sword de-
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spite the prohibition against violence on sacred land.
Part of her didn’t want to honor the gods by respect-
ing their laws. After all, they’d been open enough to
violence when they’d helped Perseus murder her
mother.

But, as she stared across the darkened grounds,
Calli felt her anger fade. Persephone had played no
role in Medusa’s death. Why blame her, just because
she was a goddess? Calli reached beneath her cloak,
pulled her sword out of its sheath and set it beside
the stones. Then she stepped over the boundary onto
hallowed ground.

Unlike King Turannos’ garden, the soil around Per-
sephone’s temple was rocky and barren. A lamp, set
on a pedestal by the sacrifice pit, cast its light eerily
through the branches of stunted trees. Calli stole
through the shadows, circling around behind the ped-
estal, her ears straining for any sounds of approach.
But whoever kept the lamp lit must have been off
performing other duties.

Calli knelt and peered into the pit, immediately
shoving her hands against the ground to steady herself
as the stench of blood assailed her. Something small
and terrified seemed to cry out within her. She felt
the forgotten memory of her tiny hands pushing at the
vastness of her mother’s body, unable to understand
why her mother wouldn’t move or answer her cries.
She remembered the reek of blood.

Holding her breath, Calli forced herself to finish
examining the sacrifice pit, but it seemed to be just
that—a pit. She jerked to her feet and staggered a few
paces away, gasping for air. When she’d regained her
breath, she crept toward the low, rounded, tomblike
shape of the temple itself.

Inside the temple there was no lamp, but Calli
moved through shadows as easily as if they were sun-
beams. She knew darkness. After her mother had
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been murdered, her Gorgon aunts, Sthenno and Eury-
ale, had taken her down into deep caves to be raised
where neither the eyes of mortals nor the eyes of gods
could penetrate. She’d lived in absolute blackness for
years, before the desire to avenge her mother had
finally driven her into the light.

Calli circled the temple hall twice, but found noth-
ing that might hide whatever she’d come to find. No
door, obvious or concealed, led to another part of the
temple, and the hall was nearly empty, just support
columns and a statue of Persephone on a tall platform
less than a pace from the back wall. Frustration welled
up inside her, and she pounded a column. Nothing!
Could King Turannos have been wrong? So help her,
if she had to go crawling back to him one more
time . . .

Why did her dealings with people have to be so
infuriating? She tried to be reasonable, but her mask,
and the sense that she was different, seemed to turn
people against her. Her aunts had warned her that it
wouldn’t be easy to live outside the caves of her child-
hood. They’d told her that she’d never be accepted by
those who lived in the light, that she’d be shunned
and harassed, maybe even stalked and murdered like
her mother. She was a creature of darkness, and in
darkness she should remain. Calli reached up and
touched the cold, hard lines of her mask. What was
she? Where did she belong?

At a loss for what to do next, Calli drew back her
hood enough to let the tongues of her hair-snakes
taste the air. As they licked at the darkness, a new
smell came to her—incense. She froze, expecting some
priest to emerge from the shadows with a bowl of
burnt offerings, but nothing moved in the darkness.
She heard no sound but the thudding of her own
heart.

Breathing deeply, Calli relaxed enough to follow the
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scent of incense to the raised statue of Persephone. It
seemed strongest there, despite the absence of any-
thing that could cause it.

Calli’s skin prickled. Was something trying to warn
her? The gods were usually busy with various con-
cerns, and couldn’t constantly watch over each of their
temples, but perhaps she’d picked exactly the wrong
night for her raid.

Pulling her hood forward, Calli shook her head. If
she’d attracted the attention of Persephone, it was too
late to back out now. She might as well press on.
Then, at least, she’d deserve whatever punishment was
flung down upon her.

In search of some clue or compartment, Calli ran
her fingers over the sides of the shoulder-high plat-
form, tracing the carvings that told the story of Perse-
phone. On the left side, simple pictures depicted
Persephone’s childhood with her mother, Demeter,
goddess of crops and weather. The front showed Per-
sephone’s abduction by Hades, and the fateful six
pomegranate seeds she’d eaten while in his domain. The
right side concluded her story with the confrontation
between Demeter and Hades, and their compromise—
Persephone would spend six months of every year
with her mother, but also six months in the under-
world with Hades, a month for each pomegrante seed
she’d eaten. And so winter came into being, the prod-
uct of Demeter’s grief during the six months she spent
separated from her daughter.

Calli’s fingers lingered on the third scene. She’d
seen winter. Not the winter of coastal cities like this,
where winter meant a slight chill in the air. She’d seen
winter in the mountains. Winter that killed everything
it touched. She remembered plodding through the
snow and ice, feeling that she alone understood the
depth of Demeter’s sorrow.

A belated shiver brought Calli back to the darkened
temple and the task at hand. She reached around to
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the back of the platform, wondering if there was some
epilogue to the story, or if the artisan hadn’t bothered
to carve any images on the side of the platform that
faced the back wall. But her hand found neither carv-
ings nor blank stone—only empty space.

The platform had no back side. It was hollow. Press-
ing her back against the wall, Calli squeezed behind
the platform. She sensed that, somehow, its dark inner
void was larger than the structure itself. Warily, she
set one foot inside, down onto the top step of a de-
scending flight of stone stairs.

As Calli peered into the blackness, no sound rose
from below, but she could smell the incense even with-
out using the tongues of her hair-snakes. Cautiously,
keeping one hand against a wall and the other in front
of her, she followed the scent downward. The staircase
spiraled into the depths until light flickered around
the last turn and the steps ended in a natural cavern.
A lamp, set on a pedestal in the cavern’s center, illu-
minated the mouths of two tunnels. More lamplight
shone from one shaft, but the smell of incense seemed
to waft from the other. Since the scent had guided her
this far, she decided to follow it farther.

Calli crept along the unlit tunnel, probing the dark-
ness with her hands. As her fingers slid against the
cold, damp rock of the cave walls, she thought of An-
dras’ bronze skin and his daily cycles of temperature—
night-cooled, sun-warmed. She wondered what he was
doing now. She imagined King Turannos parading him
before some late night guests, expounding to them
how his garden alone was worthy of Andras’ beauty.

Maybe King Turannos was right. How could she
condemn Andras to a lifetime of looking at her when
he could spend that lifetime surrounded by trees and
flowers? Beauty was a reward, ugliness a punishment,
and Andras had done nothing to deserve punishment.

Glimmers of light danced ahead as Calli approached
the portal of a large, circular chamber. Lamps were
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mounted on sconces around the wall and an elaborate
wooden box sat on a pedestal in the center of the
room, surrounded by bowls of smoldering incense.
Her heart leapt. King Turannos’ secret must be inside
that box. She could take it, find her way out, and
return to the palace. Then Andras could decide for
himself what he wanted to do.

Calli slipped into the chamber. First, she examined
the room’s wall and inspected the pedestal, search-
ing for anything odd that might suggest a trap. Find-
ing nothing suspicious, she then reached for the box.
Just as she touched it, a cold wind surged up from
the floor, shrieking like something awakened from
the dead. She crouched as it whipped around the
room, extinguishing the lamps. Then, in darkness, she
waited until the wind died away and nothing else
moved. Slowly, she stood. Just some freakish cave
draft, she told herself, repeating the thought several
times until she began to believe it. Again, she reached
for the box.

“Patience, Calligenia,” a woman’s voice counseled
from somewhere in the dark. “All things in time.”

Calli spun around, grabbing for her sword before
she remembered leaving it outside. “Who are you?”
she demanded, unable to see anything in the total
blackness. “What are you?”

“What do you think?”

Calli sniffed the air, but the odor of incense over-
whelmed everything. She couldn’t hear any breath or
heartbeat but her own. “A priestess,” she guessed,
trying not to let her voice sound hopeful.

“Let’s just say I serve Persephone somewhat more
directly than that,” the voice laughed.

As Calli considered the implications, she became
fearfully glad she hadn’t been able to draw her sword.
“King Turannos—"’ she started to explain.

“We know about Turannos,” the voice cut Calli off.

29
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“Don’t worry, he’ll get his secret. May it teach him
something about taking things that aren’t his.” The
wind stirred again, its chill fingers caressing the edges
of her mask. “I'm more concerned about you.”

‘6Me?”

“It’s time you faced certain truths. Take the box
and follow the sound of my voice.”

Too frightened to protest, Calli swept her hand
through the darkness until it brushed against wood.

“Take it,” the voice repeated.

Calli lifted the box and waited for further instruc-
tions. None came. Just as she began to wonder if she’d
dreamed the voice or falien victim to some magical
ward, a soft sound touched her ears. It was singing,
melodic but too quiet for her to make out any of the
words. Something forgotten stirred in the depths of
her memory, bringing her comfort and sadness at the
same time, a flash of something loved and lost forever.
Her mouth opened, trying to shape a name, but the
memories dissolved before she could speak. Repress-
ing a shudder, she forced herself to follow the song.

It led Calli back to within sight of the cavern she’d
first descended into. Then, just beyond the reach of
the lamplight, the singing stopped and the voice spoke
again. “Now. You must do exactly as I tell you. Walk
into the light and open the box. Don’t look back. Do
you understand? Whatever happens, do not look
back.”

Calli hesitated. She wanted to enter the cavern,
away from the chill wind and familiar singing, but that
meant stepping past whatever had led her this far.
Going on meant turning her back on whatever still
lurked in the shadows. Held captive by her fears, she
stood frozen.

“You're afraid to go forward,” the voice sympa-
thized, “but if you don’t, you’ll stay in darkness
forever.”
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Calli grimaced, angry at herself for being foolish,
and at the voice for observing her foolishness. Pushing
her fears aside, she strode into the cavern.

“Now open the box.”

Calli eyed the stairs, just a few paces away. She
could bolt, run up the steps, and flee the temple. Per-
haps Persephone would forget about her. “If I do
this,” Calli pressed, “do you promise that Andras will
be set free?”

“Your bargain with Turannos has already been
kept. If you care only about Andras’ freedom, you
may leave now. If you care about your own freedom,
open the box.”

Calli stepped closer to the lamp on the pedestal.
For a moment, she stood there, shifting the box in her
hands. Then she opened it. Inside, a flat circle of
brightly polished metal glinted up at her, reflecting the
details of her shape.

“Take off your mask.”

“What?”

“You can’t hide from yourself forever.”

Calli’s fingers shook as they touched the edge of
her mask. Could she live with knowing? If she looked
at her face and saw a monster, would she irrevocably
become that monster, for all time? Would she ever
again be able to take off her mask around Andras if
she actually knew what he saw? “I can’t,” she whis-
pered. “What if I belong to darkness?”

“Be brave, Calligenia,” the voice reassured her.
‘“Have the courage to see yourself as you truly are.”

Calli bit her lip and lifted her mask, bracing herself
for the horrible visage she would see. But all that
showed in the mirror was bright white light. “I don’t
understand.”

“I said that you would see yourself as you truly are.
Now you have. Whatever your face looks like, how-
ever beautiful or ugly, you’ve seen your soul. That’s
what matters.”
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“Light,” Calli marveled softly.

“Darkness and light are all that really exist. A
face—anyone’s face—is just the mask they wear over
it. And contrary to Turannos’ presumptions, an ugly
mask does not always conceal a soul condemned to
darkness.”

Calli caressed her reflection, hardly able to believe
it. “Light,” she repeated.

“Yes. Now you know.” The voice grew fainter, as
if it was fading away. “I hope it makes your burden
a little easier. Lead a good life, Calli. My child.”

Memories of a lullaby, sung to her when she was
younger than young, flooded into Calli and the box
dropped from her hands. She barely heard the pol-
ished metal disk skitter across the cave floor.
“Mother?”” Her whole body fought to turn around,
but, at the last moment, she remembered her moth-
er’s instructions about looking back. Frozen, Calli
screamed until it echoed off the cave walls.
“Mother?!”

But nothing answered her.

Dawn hung over the city as Calli trudged back to
King Turannos’ palace. Her body ached, and her mind
felt as murky and haunted as the caverns under Per-
sephone’s temple. It didn’t occur to her to wonder
what prize her quest had won for King Turannos until
she felt the air grow cold around her. Pulling her cloak
tightly about her body, she climbed the steps to the
palace’s entrance hall and strode past the porters’
lodge into the atrium. King Turannos’ soldiers were
gone and, beyond the gate they normally guarded,
snow drifted down over the brittle, brown remains of
his garden. Calli understood now. Winter—the grief
of Demeter—was the secret power of Persephone’s
temple.

Calli found King Turannos beneath the skeleton of
his arbor, hunched over on his stone bench, his face
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buried in his hands. He didn’t answer when she asked
if Andras could leave, but she doubted he had the
strength to renege on his bargain.

After a short search, Calli located Andras in a grove
of olive trees, toying with the icicles frozen on their
branches. His bronze body glistened with frost.

“We can go now,” she told him.

He turned toward her and smiled. “I guessed as
much. Thank you, Calli.”

“Andras?” she asked. ‘“My face? What does it
look like?”

Her question seemed to puzzle him, so Calli poured
out her night’s tale. When she’d finished, she expected
him to look as surprised as she felt, but Andras only
chuckled, shaking his head.

“I never really noticed your face, Calli. All I ever
saw was your soul.”” Gently, he touched the cheek of
her mask. “From the first time I looked at you, all I
ever saw was light.”

Calli closed her eyes. ‘“Thank you,” she whispered,
partially to him, but mostly to her mother. Her face
had never been her choice. But now she knew that
her life was.

“So0,” Andras asked, ‘“where do we go from here?”

Into darkness or into light, her path was her own.
Calli opened her eyes as she answered him. “Any-
where. Anywhere we want.”
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