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Chapter One
| hate you, Sorren thought at the ocean.

The summer air, heavy with salt, made her tired. The money bracelet which Arre had given her for
shopping had left ared line on her arm. Behind her on the dock, the stink of fish steamed upward like
smoke. Sails bobbed in the bay. An empty cart bounced by her, pulled by aweary gray mule. Flounder,
she reminded herself. Flounder in four days.

She walked through the market, past vendors and shops and stalls, to the familiar slope of the hill. The
ocean winked at her back, brassy as a plate. Shop banners hung limply in the windless morning. The
cobbled streets were hot, but Sorren barely felt it through the tough calluses on her feet. By the time she
reached the hilltop, she was plodding, and her cotton shirt stuck to her back and breasts.

She paused before the Med gate to gaze over the city. The red dome of the Tanjo shone at its heart.
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South the ocean seethed and glittered, speckled with the fishing fleet's yellow sails. East and west of the
city lay the cotton fields. She could not see the pickers with their great sacks over their shoulders, but
she knew they were there. North were the vineyards, out of which she had come seven years back. She
had only gone back twice to visit, the first time to show off her new clothes, the second time for her
mother's burial. She arrived too late, and said her farewells by the grave, trying to recall clearly what her
mother had looked like. That had been four years ago. Now when she tried to, she could not even
remember the outline of her mother's face.

The big blue building to the east, beside the river bank, was the hall of the Blue Clan. Blue banners
waved before it, and from shops and stalls and carts small blue flags declared their ownersto be
members of the Guild in good standing. The carts that carried wine barrels from the Med vineyards to
the city had blue streamers on them. Beyond the vineyards lay the Galbareth Fields, where the grain
grew; beyond the grain lay the steppe -- and the mountains. Sorren closed her eyes a moment, and they
loomed in her mind, hard and gray and incorruptible, the way they sometimes loomed in her dreams.

But there were no mountains near Kendra-on-the-Delta. Sorren opened her eyes. The stone from which
the Tanjo was built had come from the Red Hills, through Shanan and the Asech country, along
journey, days and days away.

She turned to the gate. The gate guard was watching her from his post near the shade of the kavafruit
tree.

"Good day," she said.

He grunted. His dark red shirt was damp with sweat. He had laid his spear down on the stone. She
wondered what Paxe would say if she came suddenly from the Y ard, and saw her guard without his

Spear.

"Hot," she said.

"Yes," said the guard.

The green pedl of akavafruit lay in the gutter like a piece of green cloth. All the guards ate the kava
fruit when they were on gate duty, but thisguard -- he was young, with asmall sandy mustache -- had
not yet learned to kick the peel out of sight. He was not going to open the gate for her, either. She
reached to do it herself. He changed his mind and reached, too, and their fingers touched. His were
sticky.

She walked through the iron gate. "Thank you," she said.

He grunted again. The guards were never sure how to treat her. She was a bondservant, but half the time
Arre treated her asif she were her daughter ... and there was Paxe.
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The gate closed. She strolled across the courtyard. Flowers grew along the sides of the path, drooping in
the heat. As aways, the pattern of the courtyard tile intrigued her. She paced along one edge of the
figure. The blue triangle on the red field was uneven. She wondered if the artist who had designed the
courtyard had made it so deliberately.

As she got to the front door, it opened, and a man strode out. They bounced off each other. More for
balance than for courtesy, Sorren went down on one knee.

His perfume was familiar. She squinted. It was indeed Isak. It was harvest month; why was he not at the
vineyards, overseeing the picking? "I'm sorry, my lord," she said.

He smiled at her. "Sorren." His soft voice always reminded her of acat's purr. He wasn't angry, of
course. Isak never grew angry. "Be more careful, child. Y ou would not wish to topple one of our august
Council members, would you?"

"No," she said.

"Of course not." Brushing his ringed hand over her head, he strolled across the courtyard to the gate.
Sorren rose. Her left knee hurt, and she rubbed it. 1sak spoke a moment with the gate guard; the sunlight
glistened on his blue silk tunic. She wondered if he was telling the man to pick up his spear.

His muscles had felt hard as tile under the shirt. Now Arre would be in a bad mood; she was always
cranky after she talked to Isak.

She went into the house. It took a moment for her eyesto grow used to the darkness. The long, cool hall
smelled of lilies. A lacquered vase of them stood on alittle table beneath the statue of the Guardian. This
statue was new; it had been made by the sculptor Ramath, the same scul ptor who had directed the
making of the big image in the Tanjo. Sorren bowed toward the image. Stone lips smiled at her. Stone
eyes gleamed.

She wondered what had happened to the old statue. Surely, she thought, you could not break it, as you
might break an old unwanted pot. That would be disrespectful to the chea . She listened for the sound
of Arre'svoice from the workroom. This morning Arre had planned to meet with her surveyors, to
discuss their blueprints for enlarging some streets. But she heard nothing. She peered into the large
parlor. Elith was there, dusting, mumbling to herself as she passed the cloth over the wall screens.

Elith was old, fat as a feather mattress, and deaf, but she had been Arre Med's mother's personal maid,
and Arre kept her on. Sorren raised her voice. "Elith! Do you know where _she is?"

The old woman turned slowly. "Kitchen."

Sorren went to the kitchen. All the windows and doors were open, with nets across them to keep out
flies, but the big room was hot, hotter than the market. Arre was there, talking to the cook. She turned as
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Sorren entered. "Well? What did the fishmonger say?'

Sweat jumped on Sorren's upper lip; she rubbed it. "The fishmonger said that he could not get you perch,
but he could get flounder."

"Flounder will do."

"That'swhat | told him."

"How do you want it fixed?' said the cook.

"I don't care. Not too spicy, that'sall. Marti can't eat spiced meat."

Marti Hok was one of the Councillors. The flounder was for the Council meeting. The cook nodded and
started calling to the apprentices. Sorren recalled her own time in the kitchen. She had hated it. Once she
fainted, to everyone's disgust. The other scullions teased her for weeks for being afraid of blood, but it
had not been the blood that had made her faint, but the heat. It was worse than the heat in the
grapefields. Maybe it had been the heat and the smells combined. She was sensitive to smells, and there
were always too many of them in the kitchen.... No wonder cooks threw things.

Arre was wearing white. It made her skin look darker than it was. The heat furled her hair into small
curls. Her hair was amost as short as Paxe's, but the texture was different, and her curls were striped
with gray. She jerked her head at Sorren. "Come," she said, and marched out of the tiled kitchen. In the
cooler corridor they both leaned on the wall.

Arresaid, "I think it gets hotter every summer." She squared her shoulders. Her eyes glinted upward.
"I'm glad it's you doing the shopping, and not me."

Sorren grinned at the thought of Arre Med, Councillor of Kendra-on-the-Delta, head of the Med family,
buying flounder on the docks.

"What are you smiling at?' said Arreirritably.

"I was thinking how surprised the fishmonger would be."

"Wipe your face," said Arre. She started down the hall. "And don't laugh at me."

She was_cranky. Sorren wiped her sleeve across her lip. Arre went into the small parlor. It was her
workroom and sitting room. It faced south; by day its walls were bright, sundrenched. Itsinner walls,
like those of the large parlor, were made of screens. The outside wooden wall was hung with a woolen
tapestry, all reds and blues. The dyes for the wool came from the Asech country; no other dyes made

such brilliant and durable colors. The floor was wooden and unmatted. Sunlight fell in bright streaks
acrossit. The lines of the grain gleamed. Arre sat in her cushioned chair. Sorren stood by the door. The
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older woman glanced at her. "Sit down," she said, pointing to the footstool. "I need to talk." Obediently
Sorren sat. A lacquer table stood at the right side of the chair, its red and black surface shining in the
sun. Against the wall, a glass-faced case held arack of scrolls: the Med accounts. Once a month, a scribe
came from the Black Clan -- not a Scholar, they did not do such mundane work -- and went over them
for error, under Arre's watchful eyes. Arre had no steward; it seemed unnecessary in a household which
consisted of herself and her servants. She did the bookkeeping.

"Did you see Isak?" she asked.

Sorren nodded. "We met at the gate." Arre's face was taut, asit always was when she talked about her
brother. Silver bracelets, two on each arm, clinked as she folded her hands in her [ap. The largest
bracelet had ablue jewel init. "What did he want?'

Arre grimaced. "Whatever he can get."

"But it's harvest. He should be at the fields."

"Nonsense. Myra manages the vineyards better than he ever could, or caresto." Myrawas Isak's wife.
"He asked to dance for the Councillors."

"Did you say yes?'

Arre's hands flew apart. They were big on her small frame, ungraceful, not pretty hands. Isak had pretty
hands. "He's the finest dancer in the city -- how could | refuse?

Even Arre admitted that Isak could dance. It was his gift, his art, as administration was hers, and perhaps
his passion, or one of them. He had been trained to it by Meredith of Shanan, who had been trained by
Berenth of Shanan, who learned it from his mother Jenezia of Shanan, and she, every city child knew,
had danced with Kel of Elath. It was hisright to wear the _shariza , the red scarf of the _cheari_, but,
with greater delicacy than he usually showed, he chose not to. Sorren had asked him about it once. "The
old cheariswere trained in arms and in the warrior arts," he said. "I am not."

"Why not?' she asked.

"War isuncivilized; you know that," he had answered. "It's a crudity better left to soldiers. Besides, the
wearing of bladesis forbidden in Kendra-on-the-Delta."

But he danced the role of the warrior well enough. Sorren pattered her hands on her knees. "Does he
want me to play for him?'

|IY%.|I

"We haven't had time to practice."
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"It won't matter. Do something you both know. Anything."

Sorren had drummed for Isak for four years, the first year only at small parties, but the next year at the
Festivals: Harvest Feast, Spring Feast, the Feast of the Founding of the City. "l guess...."

"It won't matter. He won't care what he does, as long as he can get near the meeting.”

Isak's political ambitions and Arre's contempt for them were no secret in her household. But, Sorren
thought, that isn't fair. Isak does care about his dancing. She had watched him practice for hours, while
sweat poured from him and his lungs heaved for breath, till anyone with less discipline would have
stopped, rested, poured water on his head, something. His muscles were like Paxe's, smooth and
stretched, and he moved with the same kind of economy, but with more grace.

"What are you thinking about?' Arre demanded.

Sorren blushed. She did not want to say, of Paxe; it seemed crass. "Being graceful," she said.

Arre Med laughed. "Never mind it," she said. She was a small woman, built like Isak. Though the stool
Sorren sat on was lower than Arre's chair, when Sorren straightened their eyes met on the level. "Y ou
don't need to be graceful. People notice you anyway."

Sorren said, "That's because I'm tall, and pale." She frowned at her light skin. In the hottest sun, it
refused to brown; instead, it turned an ugly and uncomfortable red. She touched her hair, which was

long, and the color of wheat. "I would rather be dark, like Paxe."

"Dark isthe fashion now," said Arre. "But never regret your height. We small folk find other ways to
make people notice us. Like Isak."

People always noticed Isak. If they didn't, he made them. He could turn heads in a crowd faster than
anyone. But people noticed Arre, too.

"Will you need something new to wear?' Arre said.
"What?"'
"When you play for Isak, at the Council meeting." Arre tapped the chair arm. "Pay attention, child."

"I'm sorry," Sorren said. Reminded, she slipped the money bracelet from her arm and held it out. Arre
took it, her fingers automatically counting the remaining shell pieces. "No, | have enough clothes."

"If you want something, just ask." Arre grinned like an urchin in a street fight. "lsak will pay for it."
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A light tapping on the screen made her ook around. Lalith stood in the doorway. She was thirteen, lithe
and little and brown-skinned. Arre had picked her from the vineyards in the same way she had picked
Sorren, and brought her to live and work in the house. "The cook sent me to bring you this," she said.
She held out a bowl.

"Well," Arre said, "bring it herel What isit?' Lalith gaveit to her. It was adish of berries with sweet
cream poured over them. Arre had a notorious sweet tooth. "Thank you, child."

"And this came." Lalith extended aletter. The wax seal had a crest onit.

Arreripped it open. She scanned the writing and her dark eyes frowned. "When did this come?' she said.
"Just now. A servant brought it." Lalith shifted from one foot to the other.

"Bah." Arre put the letter down on the lacquered table top. "From Boras Sul," she said. "To inform me
that heisill and cannot come to the Council meeting, he regrets, thank you, my dear Arre." She waved
at Lalith to leave, and picked up the bow! of fruit. "He will send his son, who is even more of an idiot
than heis. Bah."

Sorren said, "Maybe he _is _ill?"

"Maybe he eats too much," Arre said contemptuously. Boras Sul was very fat.

Sorren ran athumb along the smooth lacquer. "I can find out."

"The servants mail?' said Arre. Sorren nodded. "Don't bother. Save it for something important. Tell the
cook that Boras will not be at the Council dinner. Go on. | don't need you."

The letter had brought back her ill temper. Sorren left her alone to work it out. She went to the kitchen to
tell the cook. He was playing the pebble game across the cutting board with Kaleb, the night watch
captain, Paxe's second-in-command. She watched the design form on the grid.

She told him about Boras Sul, and he shrugged. "Thought it was bad news," he commented. "That's why
| fixed the berries.”

"I don't think it helped,” Sorren said.

"Too bad," said the cook. Kaleb moved a pebble three spaces, and he scowled. "Don't lean on the
board," he said to Sorren.

She had not been leaning on the board. She wondered if Paxe had seen Isak arrive. She glanced at Kaleb.

Like her, he was from outside the city; he was Asech, brown and high-cheekboned, with stones set in his
ears. "Isthe Yardmaster in the Yard?' she asked.
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Without lifting his eyes from the board, he nodded.

* * % *

Outside the house, the heat fell on her again. She went swiftly through the rear courtyard. Thetile here
was a different pattern than in front of the house. The paths were lined with sour apple trees. She
marched under the spreading, blossom-laden branches. There were petals scattered over thetiles. At the
end of the row of trees, she balanced on one leg and picked the petalsfirst off one, then off the other
foot. Lalith swept the petaled tiles every morning, and three hours later they were pink again. She
continued toward the Y ard. The gate to it was on the other side, but she was not going in; she couldn't,
not being a soldier. When she came to the high red wooden fence she pulled herself up and sat on the top.

From this vantage point she could see the whole Y ard, from the gate to the weapons shed. There were
perhaps twenty peoplein the Yard. They stood in acircle around a small moving human knot. The
center of the knot was Paxe. Six guards ranged around her. They dived at her, and she dodged and
waved and turned, throwing them easily, keeping two paces ahead of their steps, lunging at them to toss
them when their tired steps slowed.

Paxe saw Sorren perched on the fence, and grinned, white teeth flashing, but she continued the
demonstration without breaking stride. Finally she halted it with ashout. " _Yai! " The watching guards
drew closeto listen. Her hands moved as she talked. She wore -- they all wore -- training clothes, the
cotton shirt and drawstringed pants that reminded Sorren of Isak's practice uniform. She had said so once
to him, and he explained that the old chearis had dressed like that, and the city guards continued the
tradition without knowing where it came from.

"Arethere any real chearisleft?' she asked him.

A different man might have been insulted at the suggestion that hewas not a_real  cheari. But Isak
never got angry, and besides, he had said as much himself.

"Maybe," he answered. "In the north, somewhere. Legend says that a scion of the line of Van of Vanima
still livesin the Red Hills."

Sorren tingled. She remembered that her mother had told her stories about the magical valley, called
Vanima, where no one was ever sick or cold or hungry, where it was always summer. "Is there such a
place?' she asked |sak.

He had smiled that sardonic smile. "Legend says thereis."

"But you don't believe it."

He shook his head. "No."
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Sorren knew the story of the Red Clan. It had been told to her around the pickers campfires. Once the
city Yards had been public places, where children went to learn the arts of fighting. The strongest,
surest, most graceful of these children went on to learn to dance. Those who could both fight and dance
were called chearis, and the best of these bound themselves into companies, joined by love and respect
and skill. Each company was called a_chearas . They traveled from village to town to city, from steppe
to sea, dancing, teaching the weapons' arts, and drawing the hearts of all who watched them, across the
land of Arun, into harmony.

But as more people crowded into Kendra-on-the-Delta, the Council grew nervous; it banned the bearing
of edged weapons and then the teaching of edged weapons within the city gates. Shanan Council of
Houses followed suit. Finally even Tezera Council passed a Ban. The chearis, appalled at the
abandonment of tradition, took their complaint to the Tanjo. The Council of Witches deliberated, and
finaly its chief, the L'hel_, spoke. All things change, she had said. The chea manifests itself in peace.
A ban on edged weapons will make the cities peaceful. Therefore, let the soldiers fight, and let the
chearis dance. Thereis no more need for cityfolk, except those called to the guard, to learn fighting or

weaponry.
Some chearis, like Meredith of Shanan, laid aside their knives, |eft the Y ard, and taught the dance, asthe
witches commanded. Some joined the city guard, and taught the arts of spear and cudgel and empty-
handed combat. These skills were permitted by the Councils to the guards, but to no others,

But most chearis, disbelieving, angry, and unwilling to change, |eft the cities.

"Where did they go?' Sorren asked first Isak, and then Paxe. The old history intrigued and enchanted her.
Isak said, "They went west, and north, looking, | suppose, for Vanima, where the Red Clan began."

Paxe said, "They went west."

"Then isthere still a Red Clan?"

Paxe said, "Ask Isak Med. He could wear the shariza, if he wished."

And Isak said, "Ask Yardmaster Paxe."

But you could not push Paxe to talk when she would not. Sorren did not ask a second time. Instead, she
assumed the answer: No. The Red Clan was no more. The thought made her sad. Though it was true, the
city was peaceful. The guard troops kept order. Perhaps there were afew old chearis left, somewherein

Arun. But it seemed doubtful that they ever came within the city's borders.

Sorren gazed down into the Yard. Head cocked to one side, hands on her hips, Paxe was watching the
practice. She wastall, broad-shouldered as any of her guards, a stern and striking figure. She wore her
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tight-curled hair very short against her head. Sorren shifted on her perch. The Y ardmaster looked at her,
smiled, and jerked her head in the direction of the cottage. Sorren grinned. Swinging her legs around,
she jumped from the fence. The cottage -- Paxe's cottage, where she lived with her son, Ricard -- was
around the east side of the Yard.

The cottage door was open. Ricard was there. Officially he lived there, but in fact he rarely slept in the
cottage, preferring the homes and haunts of his friends. He was curled in the sunlight on the mats. He
opened his eyes as Sorren blocked the light. Slowly he sat up. "What are you doing here?' he said.

She wanted to laugh at him and tell him not to be afool, but he was only fourteen, and hated being
laughed at. She went around him. Where Paxe had muscles, he had fat. He was always morose; had she
been such a sullen child three years ago, Arre would probably have sent her back to the grapefieldsin
disgust. She went into the kitchen. Paxe's gray cat was sleeping on the tile top of the stove. It opened one
eye -- it only had the one, the other had been clawed blind in afight ayear back -- and made a
chirruping sound of inquiry and welcome.

She stroked its thick soft fur. It was sleek and as well-exercised as Paxe hersalf. It purred in soft
growling chirps. There was a peach lying nearby on aflowered plate; she picked it up. The smell made
her mouth water. She bit it, feeling fuzz on her tongue. It was perfect, ripe and sweet.

Ricard had followed her. "That wasn't for you," he said, grumpily but not seriously.

"Want some?' She held it out to him.

"Naw." He scratched his chin, which was beginning to sprout with beard. His skin was lighter than his
mother's. "Listen, | want to tell you something."

"Tell." She stroked the cat, ate the peach, and listened. He told her along, complicated story which
seemed to be about afriend of hisand a girl. She wondered if she was supposed to believe in the friend.

There was a sand-glass on the windowsill. She turned it over to watch the sand trickle from one
compartment to the other. Ricard leaned over her. He was as tall as she, which meant he was aimost as
tall as Paxe. His voice stumbled. She glanced at him.

His lips were parted. He was looking down the open neck of her shirt.

They both lost the thread of his story at the same time. Ricard muttered something which Sorren couldn't
catch.

Before she could swear at him, he backed away, whirled, and went into the front room. She heard Paxe's
step.

"Where are you going?"'
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He mumbled. The cottage door banged.

"Sorren?’

Licking the tips of her fingers, Sorren laid the fringed peach pit back on the plate. "I'm in here."

Paxe walked into the kitchen. Her cream-colored shirt was patchy with swesat. "That Ricky," she said.
"He's gone out to spend my money. | never see him except when he needs cash; it's al he ever asks of

me."

"He'sjust alittle boy," Sorren said. She opened her arms, and Paxe walked into them. Her body was hot
and scented with dust. "Don't mind what he does." Gently, she reached to stroke the back of Paxe's neck.

They went upstairs, to Paxe's over-sized, feather-quilted bed. Smiling, Paxe took off her clothes. She lay
down, waiting for Sorren to join her. They rolled together, half loving, half wrestling. Curling in the
lovers' knot, they stroked and teased each other into shivering pleasure. Sorren's skin flushed with blood.

She laid her head on Paxe's thigh. One hand cupped over Paxe's mound, she felt the pulse of pleasure
leap, leap, and fade.

She ran her tongue over her lips, tasting Paxe.
Paxe's fingers reached for her. "Come here."

Sorren pulled herself up until she lay beside her lover on the pillow. She loved the way they fit together,
like athing and its shadow. Paxe turned on her side. Her right hand brushed Sorren's breast.

"I know why | love you," she said. "Y ou're the only woman around this house near my size."

Outside the house, awoman's voice began to sing. _"In sunlight we must part, my love, in starlight we
may smile; The moon is shining bright my love, O let me stay awhile...."

Sorren joined it. _"Sing hey and a ho for lovers, sing hey for the setting sun, Sing hey for the girl who
makes me smile when the harvest work is done!"

Sighing, Paxe arched her long body upward, and twisted herself on top of Sorren. "Y ou can't sing, you
know." She bowed her head. Their lips met, and their tongues.

When they disengaged, Sorren said, "I know. That'swhy | play the drums." She wriggled. " Get off."
"Why?'

"I have to go back to the house."
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Paxe made aface. "'l suppose | must." Sherolled over. Sitting, Sorren reached for her clothes.

As she drew on her pants, the mountain vision came upon her. _She was a bird (though without form or
weight) soaring over the steppe. She smelled the northern air, thin and clean and dry as bone, tasted it,
felt her lungs labor for it. The sun was hot. The hills rose below her, brown and green and white. The
white was sheep. They grazed placidly on the grass, as girls with sticks watched them. A river, blueasa
ribbon, threaded a path toward a valley. Behind the river, the mountains stood. Within the cleft of the
mountains, atower lifted agray spiketo the sky.

* * % *

She returned to present time to find Paxe sitting beside her, her brow wrinkled. She lifted her palm to her
lover's dark cheek. "I'm back."

Paxe sighed. "Where did you go this time?’
"Where | always go," Sorren said. "The mountains.”

She had been thirteen, riding awagon back from the grapefields, her mother's meager belongings
scattered on her lap, when the visions first possessed her. She was too numb to be frightened. But when
they continued, she asked questions in the city, and found that this power to go places with her mind had
aname. Far-traveling, it was called, and those to whom it came were automatically named members of
the White Clan, and whatever their stations, had to leave their lives to come within the Tanjo and serve
the chea....

It was an honored task and an honored title, that of witch. But Sorren did not want it. The witches
frightened her. Stubbornly silent, Sorren kept her gift to herself. The only person she trusted enough to
tell about it was Paxe.

Paxe said, when Sorren told her of the gift, "Y ou should go to the Tanjo."

"I don't want to," Sorren said. And Paxe accepted that. Arre, Sorren knew, never would; she cared too
much for power to understand why someone might not want it.

"Y ou might want to, someday," Paxe said. Sorren nodded, but she doubted it. The witchfolk lived in the
Tanjo, and only talked to each other. For Sorren, used to the hustle of the markets, it seemed too straight,
too confined alife.

Besides, they would not want her in the Tanjo. She only saw one place. She saw the mountains, only the
mountains. She saw them in spring, when the blue river leaped down the sloping hills like afreed hare,
and in summer; she saw them in fall, when rain turned the valleys to marsh, and in winter. Always she
saw the same vista: the fields, the river, and the castle with its one tall tower. In winter, the tower
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glittered with ice. It was areal place; Sorren was sure of that. Sometimes she approached the tower at
dusk, close enough to see a light through its amber panes of glass.

She had described it al to Paxe, but the Y ardmaster did not know it.
Sorren thought, someday, when my timeisall my own, | will discover whereit is, and go to it.

But her mother had bound her to the Med house for the traditional eight years, and the time of her
release was still one long year away.

"|sak was at the house today," she said.
"Oh?' Paxe reached for her clothes. "What did he want?"
"He wants to dance for the Council, when it meets."

Paxe twitched her shirt over her head. "Arre said yes, of course.” Sorren nodded. "I wonder what he's up
to."

Her tone was thoughtful. "Why should he be up to anything?' Sorren said. She stroked Paxe's thigh.
There was along runneled scar acrossit, and she wondered for the hundredth time what had made it.
She did not think it was a spear cut.

"Because," said Paxe, "he hates her. | remember when Shana, Arre's mother, was alive, and Arre was
learning to run the district from her. Isak hated her then, too."

From the Y ard came the voice of Dis, the day watch second-in-command, calling orders to the guards.
Paxe straightened. "I must go, _chelito . I'll seeyou later." Shelaid her lips against Sorren's hair for a
moment, and then rose, teeth gleaming in her dark, stern face.

She went downstairs. Sorren sat quietly, listening to her steps. Paxe's bedroom was like Paxe herself,
bold, clean, and beautiful. The floor was unmatted; the walls red wood, bare of tapestries. Sorren started
to braid her hair, and then remembered that she had nothing to tie it with. Letting it dangle, she went
downstairs.

As she strolled around the corner of the Y ard toward the house, she saw Ricard waiting for her.
Internally, she grinned as he fell into step. She waited for him to say something, but he said nothing,
only frowned. Finally Sorren grew bored.

"Did you want to finish telling me that story?' she said.

His glance was resentful. "No." Within the Y ard, Paxe was instructing; her voice echoed through the
fence planks. "What did you say to her?"

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (13 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:12



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

"To who?"'

“To my mother."

She scratched her nose. "Nothing about you."

If anything, his face grew more sullen. But he managed a muttered " Thanks."

Sorren wondered why he stayed in the city if he so disliked it. "Ricard," she asked, "have you ever
wanted to leave here? To travel ?'

He looked at her asif she had started speaking in the Asech tongue. "What difference would it make?"
he said.

Sorren couldn't tell if that meant yes or no. Ricard wandered off, kicking at the tiles of the courtyard.
She had heard Arre and Paxe arguing about him; Arre thought Paxe should send him north, to the
vineyards. "Myrawill put him to work," said Arre. Sorren agreed. But Paxe did not want to.

Perhaps, Sorren thought, Ricard would be anicer person if he had brothers or sisters. Paxe had had two
children before him, but they had both died.

She went into the house through the kitchen door. Cook was gone. The apprentices crouched in a
conspiratorial huddle. She smelled the sweet, distinct odor of heavenweed. They passed her the pipe as
she angled by them, and she sucked on it lowly, breathing in the harsh narcotic smoke. She handed it to
Lalith. It went around the circle and returned to her. She shook the pipe gently, to stir the flakes, and
took one final puff.

Quietly she went upstairs. Her room was in the back of the house, near enough to Arre's so that she
could hear the calling bell when Arre rang it. She had to pass Arre's chamber to get toit. If Arre's door
was shut, it meant she did not want to be disturbed. Sorren hoped it was closed.

The heavenweed was making her hyperaware of her body. She slid her feet on the patterned carpet of the
upstairs hallway. Arre's door was open, but only a crack.

In her room, she took her drums from their basket. They were wooden, with deerskin heads. She had
first started drumming in the grapefields, on the hollow logs which the pickers dragged out at Harvest
Festival. She wedged the drums between her knees. There was aworn spot on the left-hand drumhead. If
she caught Isak at the right time, he would pay for a new one, and that would please Arre. She tapped
the skins softly. _Pah-pah-pah-dum-pah_. She wondered which dance Isak would do for the Councillors.
It would be something slow and subtle, with lots of little changes, not the flashy fast dances he did at
festivals for the crowds.
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_Pah-pah-pah-dum-dum_. The heavenweed made it hard to concentrate. Her fingersfelt tingly. She
liked heavenweed. Especially she liked smoking heavenweed with Paxe (though Paxe herself rarely
smoked it; she claimed it made her sleepy) and then making love.

_Pah-dum-pah-pah_. Her muscles moved under her skin. She felt the slight constriction of the
bondservant's bracel et that she wore high on her left arm. It was brass, with a pattern of blue and scarlet
enameled triangles. She did not mind wearing it; the life she was living as a bondservant was much
easier than the one she had been destined for, that of a migrant picker.

The small room held little that was hers. The drums were hers; Isak had, in a moment of generosity,
given them to her. The clothes she wore, by custom, were her own. The items in the cedar chest --
brush, comb, bronze mirror, gold chain, sandals -- were hers. The Cards were hers. They lay beneath
her pillow, in awooden box. They were very old -- she did not know how old -- and had been
designed for telling fortunes, for seeing into the future. They had been her mother's. There were twenty-
two of them, all different, and she had given them names from the images. They were numbered, too.
Sorren had learned to read numbers in the grapefields. One of them, the Dancer, had no number; the rest
did, and she kept them in order in the wooden box, wrapped in a scrap of red silk.

Her fingers tapped the drumheads. Telling fortunes was contrary to the chea, the Tanjo said so. But
Sorren was not troubled by that prohibition; she did not know how to use the Cards. She could not
remember if her mother had. She wished she could remember all the stories her mother told; they might
have explained where the Cards had come from, and how they worked. They even might have explained
Sorren'svisions.

She had thought of showing Arre the Cards. But if she showed Arre the Cards, she might haveto tell
Arre about the gift, and Arre would tell the witchfolk, and then Sorren would be forced to leave the Med
house and live in the Tanjo and serve the chea, and be shut away from all her friends, especially Paxe,
and never go to the mountains.

That would be awful. Her fingers danced on the drumheads. _Pah-pah-pah, pah-pah-PAH_. She would
hate it; she would run away.

Chapter Two

Paxe's day began with the dawn. The birds woke her, and then the light, leaping through the eastern
window. She lay in bed, not moving, sorting out the sensations of the morning. From the Med house she
could hear the clatter and bustle as Tali, the kitchen apprentice, cleaned the ashes from the furnace
beside the house and lit the new fire. The scents of pine and hemlock drifted on the wind. The breeze
was moist and salty, blowing from the south. She stretched; her sinews creaked, and her joints popped
softly. Lifting on her elbows, she cocked her head, listening for sounds from the lower room. But she
heard nothing; Ricard had not slept in the cottage this night. She had not expected him to be there: on the
rare occasions he deigned to use her house, hefilled it full of heavenweed smoke, and she would have
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smelled it. Besides, she would have heard him stagger in.

She rose, and dressed. She was used to getting up early by now; she had been doing it all summer. The
three Med commanders -- Paxe, Kaleb, and Ivor -- rotated from watch to watch four times ayear, with
the season's change. Day watch went from sunrise to midafternoon; late watch, Ivor's watch, went from
afternoon to midnight, and night watch went from midnight to sunrise. The actual times of the watch
were flexible, to alow for the variability of the seasons. Night watch was the most unpredictable and
day watch the busiest of the three duties, and day watch was Paxe's current command.

Kaeb was waiting for her just within the Y ard gate.

"Good morning," he said.

She smiled at him. "Good morning." They knew each other well. He had been her second-in-command
for seven, and her friend for sixteen, years. After the death of her daughters in the plague, Shana Med,
Arre Med's mother, had given Paxe permission to leave her post in the vineyards and travel. She
journeyed west, to Shanan, and then farther still, across the Asech territory to Tor's Rest, asmall village
at the southernmost tip of the Red Hills.

She had stayed there two years. On the journey back she met Kaleb, and he followed her to the city and
joined the Med guard at her recommendation. It was likely (though not certain) that he was Ricard's
father.

"How went the night?" she asked.

Kaleb leaned on the Yard wall. "This district was quiet. There was trouble on the docks, but the Jalar
guard broke it up."

Dock work was tedious and exhausting; sometimes the |oaders and fisherfolk battled just for release.
"Anyone injured?’

"Not really. There were afew cracked heads. The Jalar guards had to use their spearbutts."”

That was usual. "Who started it?' Paxe asked.

"I don't know," said Kaleb. "But rumor says Col Ismenin wasin it."

He would not report rumor to her if he did not think it had some truth. "Thisisn't the first time that's
been said," she commented. The Ismenin brothers were known to be brawlers. She looked Kaleb up and
down. His clothes were dusty. He was three years younger than she, and already there was gray in his

hair, but he would never say he wastired. "Go to bed," she said.

"I'm going."
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She watched him leave the Yard. Ricard did not ook like him, not really. She wondered where her son
had spent the night. He played around the city half the day, spending her money and smoking
heavenweed.... He was fifteen. At fifteen, she had been pregnant. Perhaps it was time for her to admit
that he was no longer a child.

She began her exercises. Standing in the center of the wide, quiet space, she stretched her body in a
circle, north, south, east, and west. She tended her muscles the way her guards tended their weapons,
honing them, oiling them. Her frame was still as hard and slim as it had been when she was Sorren's age,
but now she had to work to keep it so.

"Good morning, Yardmaster!" A handful of her guards came through the Y ard gate. She waved a
greeting. "Heard about the fight last night?"

That was Seth; he liked fighting. "I heard," she said. "Wereyou init?'
His chocolate face split in asmile. "Not me. | was home in bed."
"That's awonder," said Paxe.

Seth mimed astonishment.

"Don't give me that innocent look. | know you." She had had to order him beaten twice, for fighting in
the Yard. He threw his hands out, palms up, the picture of innocence, and she shrugged. The other
guards jostled and teased him as they walked to the weapons shed. Paxe left them to train without her.
This was the time of day when she normally made her rounds. She strolled to the Gate. The Med district
was the most irregularly laid out of all the districts. It was shaped like a boot; the opening of the boot
pointed south, and the toe east, and the heel of it came smack against the Northwest Gate. Paxe called it
“the Med district,” but deep inside she thought of it as hers. her territory, her realm, her piece of the city.

She stopped at the Travelers Hall on Well Street to eat amorning meal. The cityfolk greeted her;
travelers (who ate in the Hall for free) stared at her, obviously wondering who she was. She strolled
through the Wine Market, picking her teeth free of sausage. In the Street of the Goldsmiths, she halted at
ashop. The smith smiled and pulled out all histrays.

"Y ardmaster Paxe, to what do we owe this pleasure? | s there something you would like? Just tell me.”
Paxe looked at the lovely, expensive baubles. Once, years ago, she had purchased a bracelet at this shop
for Arre. "I likeit al, Tian, but I'm not going to buy it." She tapped the tray. "Put 'em back before the
thieves get restless.”

"With you standing here? Never." But he put the trays in the shop. She walked south, to the Tanjo
guardpost. The Med guard, awoman named Orilys, saluted her with a palms-together bow.
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Four districts bordered the Tanjo precincts: Med, Minto, Isara, and Sul, and all four maintained a guard
there. "How isit?' Paxe asked.

Orilys glanced at the Tanjo dome. Beyond the gate, the wide, white walkway shone in the sunlight. Near
the entrance, an acolyte swept the already spotless pavement with abroom. A red bird skimmed over
their heads, heading for its nest. A colony of them lived in the crannies of the building. "Quiet," she said.
"It's always quiet here."

The traffic at the Northwest Gate was normal. Paxe stood to watch it. The guards fidgeted, and she
grinned at them, guessing she was interrupting their dice game. They would return to it the moment she
left. A green-clad courier arrived at the Gate, and the guards held back a cart to let her comein first.
Paxe wondered where she'd been, and what her message was. It was not urgent; if it had been, the
messenger would have been on horseback. That was one of the privileges of the Green Clan; they could
ride horses within the city gates.

A gaggle of children swarmed around her as she |eft the Gate. "Y ardmaster!"” they shouted, and she
patted them -- all the ones she could reach -- and gave the oldest a bronze piece with instruction to
buy them all some pears. They ran off, dodging the incoming carts.

On the way back to the hill, Paxe walked through Oil Street. It was so named because it had once been
lined with choba trees, which bore the long yellow pods from which choba oil was pressed. A mill for
processing the oil still stood at the end of the avenue. But the trees had been pinched until they ceased to
bear, and had been cut down some years back. The mill sat deserted. The houses here were ramshackle
and old. Hard-eyed men and sullen women watched her pass, and the ragamuffin children squatting in
the gutters did not call to her. A goat wandered untethered in the road.

Her steps seemed to echo on the cracked, dry street, and over everything hung the sweetish heavy scent
of heavenweed. A few of the gardens sprouted corn, but most of them were dry, the plants withered and
lifeless. It was not a good place for a stranger to walk. Paxe wondered what would have happened if the
choba trees had continued to bear fruit. But there were few productive choba trees |eft in the city; most
of them had been cut down to make room for more houses. Choba oil came from the orchards of
Shirasal. Tattered banners, marking vacant buildings where once there had been flourishing shops,
flapped over her head. Skinny cats prowled through piles of rubbish. The desolation made her sad, and
shetold herself that every district had an Oil Street. Hers was no worse than most.

She approached the Y ard from the rear. As she walked around the high red fence, she smelled
heavenweed. Some of the off-duty guards had been smoking, she guessed. She hoped it was the off-
duty guards, and not the ones whose watch it was: she had strictly forbidden her soldiersto smoke or
drink on watch. The Y ard sounded empty; there were none of the shouts and grunts of people training.

Quietly she went around to the gate. The guard was not at his post. She frowned. But the Y ard was not,
after all, empty: asmall knot of people stood in a corner where the fence posts joined. She couldn't see
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what they were doing; they seemed to be looking at something. Evrith, the gate guard, was one of them.

She felt her temper rising. If they were smoking heavenweed in the Y ard, she thought, she'd have the
hide off them in strips! She strode through the gate. Suddenly, one of them -- it was Seth -- stepped to
one side and raised both handsin the air. Paxe saw what they were looking at and her muscles clenched
in shock: they were looking at the summer sunlight, pouring like water off the hard edge of a naked
sword.

* * % *

At first, the guards did not see her walking toward them. When they did, they froze. She held out her
right hand. "Give it here," she said. Silently Seth laid the hilt in her palm. She wrapped both hands
around it. It was bronze, with a decorative raised pattern that made the worn metal easier to hold.
Automatically her body recalled stance and balance: she advanced her right foot, and swung the blade.
She'd learned to use one in Tor's Rest, from Tyre, who had claimed to have trained with Domenia, last of
the line of Van of Vanima. She swung the sword again, and it sang asit cut the air.

Her guards were looking at her asif they had never seen her before.

"You didn't know I've used these," she said. "Where did you get it?"

Evrith started to speak, and Seth elbowed him. "It'smine," he said. "I bought it from a smith's son."
"Where did he get it?"

"Madeit," Seth said airily.

Paxe sguinted at the single-edged blade. It was shorter than the one Tyre had taught her to use, but it
looked just as old.

"Where's the sheath?' she asked.

Seth plucked it from the ground. She held out her hand for it, and he gave it to her. It was |eather, old
cracked leather. She scowled. The sword looked too used and too well-made to have been fashioned by
some ambitious blacksmith's son.

Again Evrith started to speak. Fiercely, Seth said, " Shut your mouth!"

Paxe glanced sharply at him. He's lying, she thought. Insolently, he met the look, and her temper rose
again. Sheathing the sword, she bent to put it down and then sprang up, snapping upright as a plucked

bowstring leaps to place. She fisted her left hand in Seth's shirtfront and shook him till his eyesrolled,
and when she finished shaking him, she slapped him. "That's for lying. Where did you get it?' She

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (19 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:12



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

waited till he was about to speak and then hit him again, very hard.
Tears cameto his eyes, and a name jolted out of him. "Lyrith!"
"Who does he fight for?' Paxe said.

"Ismeninas," Seth muttered, swaying in her grasp.

Paxe let him go.

She picked up the sword again. "Would you care to have to account for your possession of an edged
weapon in the Tanjo?' she said. Seth's face grayed. They all shook their heads. "Then | suggest you
forget you ever saw or touched this." She lifted the sword.

Evrith said, "Yes, Yardmaster." They stepped out of her way as she turned to leave the Yard. As she
passed around the outside of the fence, she smelled the heavenweed, still heavy in the air. The whole
incident had taken almost no time at all.

She took the sword to her house and laid it upstairs, by the bed. The look of it disturbed her. What if
Ricky came upstairs and saw the sword lying there? She went back down the stairs. Lifting the lid of her
cedarwood chest, she nestled the blade in among the quilts and covered it until it was concealed by the
folds. She would have to tell Arre about it, of course. Arre would want to know how it got into her
hands, where it was from, who made it. She dug it out again and took it apart, as old Tyre had taught her.

On the tang she found scratched runes which were the maker's name. She puzzled over them, but the
script was strange, and she gave up. Under the name was a little fish emblem; that told her enough. The
sword had indeed come out of the north, from Tezera, and it was old. Rust streaked the stedl. It had to
have been made before the Ban.

Shefitted it back together again. Even the discolored steel felt dangerous, both for what it was, and for
what it meant. It was _ni'chea . Edged weapons, so the witches said, shattered that harmony which drew
peopl e together in peace and made the land of Arun fruitful, it was forbidden to own them or use them in
the city. The prohibition was not total, but the terms of the exceptions were clear and known to every
child in the city streets -- which only made the swords more fascinating, Paxe knew.

Her image of the Guardian sat inits niche in the wall. She rarely looked at it; it was part of her life, like
her past. It was made of red stone, ararity in Kendra-on-the-Delta: most of the statuesin the city were
made of clay, and were white. Kaleb had given it to her. The Asech were serious about symbols. Kaleb
had not been back to the desert in ten years, but he still wore the token of the Rat Clan where it could not
be seen, under his shirt.

Paxe gazed at the stylized face, wondering what to do. By law, she should bring the sword to the Tanjo,
giveit to the witches, and name Seth as its possessor. She wondered what they would do to Seth if she

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (20 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:12



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

betrayed him to them. He could be banished from the city, whipped, fined, or worse. The last man to
bring a sword into the city had had his right hand struck off.

Frowning, she returned the sword to the chest. Then she rose and | eft the house. Before she talked to
anyone, Arre _or_the witches, she wanted to know exactly where the sword had come from.

She went down the hill to Spring Street, and there, turning east, she walked toward the river, toward the
district which was named for and guarded by the Ismeninas.

* * % *

The Ismenin house was made of stone. It sat on a bluff, with its broad back to the river. It was new. The
original Ismenin mansion, like the other great houses of the city, had been built of red cypress, that
beautiful wood which had the property of silvering asit aged. It was Rath Ismenin, Ron Ismenin's
grandfather, who had caused the stone house to be built. In the Council Y ear Ninety-Three, he and
others traveled to Tezera, to discuss the effects of the Ban on commerce. Visiting the high families of
Tezera, Rath Ismenin walked through marble halls for the first time. When he returned south, he ordered
the Ismenin mansion razed to the earth, and built himself a house of white granite, with architects and
masons hired from Tezera, under the shocked gaze of his neighbors.

The street on which the house stood was called, with characteristic city humor, Rath's Alley. The Yard
was next to the house. Like the Med Y ard, it was a fenced, dirt-filled square. Paxe strode briskly toward
it.

A guard stood outside the tall iron gate. "Good morning,” Paxe said. "l want to see Y ardmaster Dobrin."
Dobrin had been Y ardmaster of the Ismenin Y ard for fifteen years. He was a small, dark man, older than
Paxe. She knew him -- not well, but all the Y ardmasters of Kendra-on-the-Delta knew each other.

The gate guard said, "I'm sorry. The Y ardmaster is teaching now."

Paxe stepped back to see him clearly. He was young, with a silly little mustache on his upper lip; it
looked like a caterpillar. "My name is Paxe," she said. "I am Y ardmaster of the Med Yard." Expecting
him to move, she stepped forward. Courtesy demanded that he let her in.

Licking dry lips, he held his spear like a bar across the gate. Gray and gold tassels hung below its point.
"I'm sorry, Yardmaster," he said. "No one is permitted to enter the Ismenin Y ard who does not wear
Ismenin colors."

Paxe had never heard of such an order. "Whose orders are those?' she said.

"Ron Ismenin's.”

She looked him up and down, a measuring stare. He was swesating. They both knew how easy it would
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be for her to move him aside. She cocked her head, hearing the clash of wood striking wood and
numbers being shouted (*_One_ -- and _two_ -- and _three_ -- and _four! ") through the gate. She
said, "Tell Yardmaster Dobrin that | am here and wish to speak with him."

Gulls circled over her head, crying mockery. There were always gulls by the river. Hands on her hips,
she stepped back to give the guard room to make up his mind what to do. If he refused to carry her
message to Dobrin, she would go through him.

He swallowed. "Excuse me, Yardmaster," he said. He pushed the bolt back and slipped through the door.
She heard him bolt it from the other side. She stared at the gate, holding her temper.

In avery short while, the guard was back. She heard him slip the bolt. He did not come out; instead, he
held the door open for her. "Excuse me," he repeated.

She looked at him the way she would have looked at one of her own soldiers. "There are rust spots on
your spearhead.”

Within the Y ard, the Ismenin soldiers were drawn up into two lines. The guardsin the lines faced each
other, making arow of pairs. They held wooden swords. Paxe watched quietly as they swung the swords
up and down, halting at waist level on the downstroke. The presence of the guard at the gate should have
forewarned her, she thought. A boy staggered by her, carrying a bucket. Setting the bucket down, he
flung water on the blowing dust. The line of the swords arced upward. The soldiers pretended not to see
her. One man caught her eye: he wastall, light-skinned, his hair was reddish brown, and he wore silks,
not cotton. He had a gold ring on hisright middle finger.

She wondered who he was. In the Med Y ard no one, not even she, wore rings. He saw her watching him,
and smiling, he lifted his weapon and brought it down in a clean, sharp cut. At the lowest point, his body
clenched. His hands did not quiver.

"One -- andtwo -- andthree -- and four!" A woman's voice counted cadence. Paxe watched the
redhead, and decided that he was probably one of the younger Ismenin brothers. She saw no live blades,
anywhere. She waited, and after a while Dobrin appeared. He wore gray cottons, stained with sweat.
There was more white in his mustache than she remembered, but apart from that, he looked as he aways
did.

"Welcome," he said.

"Thank you for admitting me to your Y ard," Paxe said.

He scowled. His salt-and-pepper brows drew together. "Y ou should not have been kept waiting. The
order was not meant to apply to you."

The shadows of the wooden swords danced on the dust.
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"I would like to speak with you alone, Dobrin."
"What of 7' he said.

Paxe glanced at him. He was watching his soldiers, face impassive. She admired his composure. "Of a
guard in your command," she said. "Named Lyrith."

* * % %

Dobrin took her to his cottage. His home was even less cluttered than hers. He had never married, Paxe
recalled, and perhaps that accounted for it; whatever children he might have fathered remained within
their mother's house. The front room had no chairs, only cushions, and alow table on which rested a
spray of pink blossomsin a copper bowl. The walls and floor were bare.

Paxe sat on a pillow. Dobrin went to the kitchen, and returned first with water and then with a dish of
_fetuch_and asmall lacquered jar filled with salt. They sprinkled salt on the crisp green stalks and ate
them. The shared food had a pleasant sense of ritual. In asmall niche on the eastern wall of the room sat
awhite clay image of the Guardian. Beneath it, on a shelf, sat a second spray of flowers. When they had
eaten all the fetuch, Dobrin took the dish and salt jar back to the pantry. Returning, he seated himself on
the pillow and folded his handsin his lap.

"It's been along time," he said, "since we shared ameal ."

Paxe's mouth twitched. Six stalks of fetuch! "So that's how you stay so thin," she said.

Dobrin smiled. "Y ou wish to speak to me of Lyrith," he prompted.

"Yes," said Paxe. She could still hear the count from the Y ard through Dobrin's window. She wished she
were not facing the Guardian; the image seemed to watch her, seeing her thought before she spoke, as
could the witches in the Tanjo, some of them.

"When | came back to my Y ard from making rounds this morning," she said, "I found one of my men
with asword. A live blade. | took it from him. | asked him where it came from. He confessed to me that
Lyrith, of this house, gaveit or sold it to him, | don't know which."

Dobrin said evenly, "l see. Was it marked?' he said.

"It had the fish emblem on the tang."

Dobrin's hands clenched, and relaxed. Rising, he went to the door and jerked it open, and his voice cut
like a knife across the cadence of the count. "Gavriennal"
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The woman ceased counting. In a moment she appeared at the cottage door. "Y ardmaster?"

Dobrin said grimly, "Bring me Lyrith."

The woman bowed and vanished. Paxe heard her shouting.

When she returned, she towed a young, dark-skinned man. Dobrin reseated himself and beckoned his
soldiersinside. "Paxe-no-Tamaris, Y ardmaster to Arre Med," he said, indicating Paxe. " She comes to
this Yard with an accusation. Lyrith, do you know a Med guard named -- " he glanced at Paxe.
"Seth," she said.

The man bit hislower lip. "Yes, Yardmaster."

"Did you sell or give to him a Tezeran sword?"

Lyrith looked at the ground. Gavrienna shook him. "Answer quickly!"

Lyrith said, "Yes, Yardmaster."

"Where did you get it?"

Lyrith gulped. "My cousin is atrader, Y ardmaster. When we -- when we began training with the
wooden swords, | asked him to bring me one. He brought me two. Seth is bedmate to my sister; he saw

them in the house and wanted one. | gave it to him."

"Even though, when we began training, you were warned that possession of live bladeswasand _is
forbidden."

"Yes, Yardmaster."

Dobrin leaned forward. "Y ou have been forbidden to own asword," he said. "Y ou have been forbidden
to even _talk about the training here. If word were to reach the Tanjo that there is a sword in your
house, do you realize what could happen to you? Y ou could be banished, your hand could be struck off!
Y et you ask some trader to bring you a sword, asif you had never heard me say, Y ou may not own a
blade. Do you know what the witchfolk could do to you for this?'

He had not raised his voice. But Lyrith was gray, and sweating where he stood. "Y es, Y ardmaster.”

"You areafool."

"Yes, Yardmaster."
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"I shall not bother to report this to Ron Ismenin. Tomorrow you shall bring me this blade you have. And
today at noon you shall go to the post; Gavrienna, ten strokes, and | want every guard in the Yard to
witnessit." The watch commander nodded. "Get out of here."

"Come on, fool," said Gavrienna . She jerked Lyrith from the cottage. Paxe glimpsed the man's face for
amoment; he was near to tears. She could not tell if they were tears of shame or of relief.

"Areyou satisfied?' said Dobrin, folding his hands again.
Paxe was silent. The count resumed. ("One -- andtwo -- andthree -- and four!")

"No," shesaid finally. "No, | am not satisfied. Dobrin, why are you training with swords, when they are
forbidden in the city?"

"Because | am Y ardmaster," said Dobrin. "l obey the house | serve.”

"Even though you break the Ban?"

Dobrin leaned forward. "I do not break the Ban."

"Because you have no live blades? Don't play with me, | am not a magistrate. Y ou are knowingly
breaking the Ban. Y ou know it, and Ron Ismenin knows it. Why else would you be telling your guards
not to talk about their training, and why else would your lord have set a guard to keep strangers from
your Y ard gate?'

Dobrin said, "I am teaching the _kyomos , Paxe, the short sword."

"Chea, what difference does it make, the word you use?'

"Do you know the exact words of the Ban?' Dobrin asked.

"No," said Paxe. "I have not read it. But | know what it says, and so do you."

Dobrin said, "It iswritten in the old tongue. | don't know it, but it has been trandlated for me. It liststhe

weapons which are forbidden in the city. There are two words for 'sword' in the old language: one
betokens the long blade, one a short blade with a single edge. The Ban never mentions this second

weapon.”

The blade she had taken from Seth was short, with asingle edge. "Do you tell me that short swords are
not covered by the intent of the Ban?"

Dobrin shook his head. "1 would not tell you that. But | do tell you that short swords are not covered by
the language of the Ban."
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Paxe's throat began to ache. "Dobrin, we are not Scholars, you and |. We are Y ardmasters. Our oath
binds us to uphold the law. If we break the spirit of the Ban, we break thelaw -- and more. We break
the chea."

"Ah," said Dobrin. "Do we?' He leaned forward, face suddenly passionate. "I think not, Paxe. No, listen
to me. We cityfolk are taught from childhood to reverence the witchfolk, to believe that, because of their
powers, they are closer to knowledge than the rest of us. What we are taught to forget is that they are
simply men and women, like you and me. Whatever their powers, they are only human, and | don't
believe that they know any more than you or |, or anyone, about law, or truth, or the chea. More, Paxe. |
am no longer sure that the chea asks that we do one thing within the city Gates, and another outside
them. Outside the city, folk may wear and use edged weapons, inside not, and the witchfolk claim the
cheawillsit so. Yet the sign of the chea's presence is prosperity and concord among peoples, and look
-- outside the city walls there is no discord. It's been a hundred years since there was war! If the Banis
S0 necessary to keeping Arun peaceful, why, without it, has the country prospered?' He rapped on the
table for emphasis. She had always thought of him as taciturn, and his volubility surprised her. This was
the only speech she had ever heard him make.

For a moment Paxe's mind wheeled back to the Red Hills, to Tor's Rest, to Tyre. The old cheari had
hated the Ban. "It makes no sense," he argued. "How can there be one chea for the cities and another for
the Galbareth?' He was dead now; he had died in her arms, from a viper's bite so virulent that they had
not had time to go for the Healer, three towns away. His death had broken Paxe's heart all over again.
"Then you believe the Ban -- "

"Is human-made,” finished Dobrin. "Made by the witches. | suppose they thought they had good reason
to make it, when they did. But the world changes."

("One -- andtwo -- and three -- and four!")

The face of the Guardian smiled serenely across the room. Paxe's mouth was dry. She said, "l will have
to tell Arre Med that you are teaching the short sword, Dobrin."

"I know that," he said. "Think of what | have been saying to you, Paxe, about the chea."

Paxe rubbed the scar on her thigh. She could fedl it through the coarse cloth of her pants. Tyre had given
it to her, in training.

"Be assured," she answered, "l will."

Chapter Three
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The Council of Houses of Kendra-on-the-Delta met for the third time that year in the house of Arre Med,
on the fifth night of the third week of the last month of summer, in the 146th year since the Council's
founding.

Five families had seats on the Council. It had been three; it could be seven or nine. The odd number

avoided deadlocks. The heads of the families, or their delegates, came to the meetings, which rotated
each time from house to house in a set design.

Arre Med sat at the head of the table, facing the big double doors of the long parlor, as befitted her
position as host. She was wearing new clothes in honor of the occasion; a skirt and tunic of blue and
silver silk. She picked at her dessert, listening with half an ear to Boras Sul, who had changed his mind
at the last minute and decided to come after all. He was describing a gold bow! which one of his pet
traders had brought him from Tezera, and he was wearing red, which made him look even grosser than
he was. Not for the first time, Arre decided that Boras was a tiresome, acquisitive fool.

They had started the meal early, and had been eating for -- Arre glanced at the hour candlein its niche
-- amaost two hours. The table was heaped with fishbones. Sorren stood by the door. She had directed
the meal, the way the leader of atraveling show directs her acrobats and jugglers, and she had done it
well. The Council officially began when the meal ended. Arre signaled Sorren to have the platters
cleared from the table.

Asthe girl bent to take her dish, she said softly, "Is the scribe here?"

Sorren nodded. " She says. Will you please not keep her standing in the hall, because her knees hurt."

Arre chuckled. The scribewas -- had been, for fifteen years -- an irascible old woman named Azulith-
no-Alis. "Get her achair."

"l have."

"Good." Arre relinquished her plate. "And my brother?"
"He arrived afew moments ago."

"Where did you put him?'

"In the little room off the hall."

"Fine. When we move to the chairs, bring glasses and two flasks of the northern wine." Sorren dipped
her head in a half bow.

"Arre, my dear, you set asuperb table," said Boras, settling back in his chair. It creaked. He waved one
hand in the air, and then laid it delicately across his stomach. "1 commend your cook."
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Arresaid, "l will be sureto tell him."

"I wonder -- " Boras hesitated, in the manner of a man about to commit an indiscretion -- "would you be
willing to part with the recipe for the flounder?"’

"I will have my cook copy it and send it to your kitchen," Arre promised, offering up a smile of thanks
to the ghost of her mother, Shana, who had taught her that people were so much easier to handle when
their bellies were full.

"The Med table has always been excellent," said Boras, pursuing hislove with earnest single-
mindedness.

"Thank you," said Arre. Her neck was starting to ache from being polite, and she was terribly aware of
Isak waiting in the nearby room.

She wastired. The day before (and the day before that, and three days before _that_) she had spent with
her surveyors, who wanted to dig holes all over the district, like children in a mudpile, and could not
seem to understand when she insisted that they present her with a systematic plan for the street
enlargements they wanted to make. Today she'd visited the district court, slipping into the rear
unannounced to listen to her judges. She wanted very much to sleep. It was too much to hope that the
meeting would end early, of course. She had no business to declare to the Council, but someone would.

She glanced down the table. Marti Hok sat at the foot of the table, as was her right; she was the oldest of
the Councillors. She was also the one with whom Arre most often allied in the voting. Beside her, to
Arre'sright, sat Kim Batto. His head was bent, and the light gleamed on his bald spot. Kim was fussy
and often obstructive, but his house had strong ties to the White Clan and for that reason Kim was both
important and dangerous. Cha Minto sat next to Kim, closest to Arre. Boras sat across from the other
two men.

Cha Minto looked up from contemplating the grain of the table. "Thank you for dinner, Arre," he said.
He was the youngest of the Councillors, and normally he was laden with trivia, chatter, bits of gossip
about this house or that. Arre wondered what was wrong, that he was so silent.

"Y ou're welcome," she said. "You're very quiet tonight."

“I'm sorry."

Arre snorted. "No one said you had to talk."

"I could always talk about the food," he said, eyes on Boras.

She grinned at him. "Don't bother." She dropped her voice. "Boras does enough of that, for two."
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It was meant to make him laugh. But he ssmply smiled perfunctorily, and looked at his hands. She gave
up. Marti Hok was smiling, asif she sensed Arre'simpatience. She looks, Arre thought, like afat spider.
It was no insult -- it was the image she used when she thought of herself; athin, dark, swiftly moving
insect, ignorable, until it bit you.

The oldest Councillor tapped the floor with her cane. Its silver head was cast in the shape of a phoenix.
"Shall we begin?' she called.

"Let's,”" sad Kim.

Arre nodded. She gestured for Marti, as the eldest of the company, to rise first. At the other end of the
parlor, agrouping of chairs sat beside the fireplace. The grate was empty, of course, though tongs and a
tinderbox and a pile of seasoned birch logs sat nearby. The mantel of the fireplace had been freshly
waxed, and the oak gleamed like silk. Two lamps with oilskin screens stood on the mantel, ready for
lighting. A tall red lacquered vase filled with blue lilies rested in the arched hollow of the fireplace.

The Councillors made themselves comfortable. Sorren came in with atray laden with glasses and the
flasks of dry, amber wine. She handed each Councillor awine glass. A scraping sound told Arre that the
table they had just |eft was being moved against the wall to make room for Isak's dance. Azulith came
in, and sat on the stool that had been placed for her at Arre'sleft. "Good evening," she said cheerily.
Boras pretended deafness; Kim gazed into space. Marti smiled.

"Good evening, Azulith. How are your knees?'

"Terrible. It's the damp off the water, my lady, that makes them ache." Azulith settled her scroll case on
her lap and took out her brush and ink stands.

"I know," said Marti. "So do mine."

"Shall we start?" snapped Kim.

"My goodness," said Marti, making her voice dulcet, "what are you in such a hurry about?"'

Kim pursed hislips. To forestall what he might say, Arre said, "Sorren, close the doors."

Sorren drew the big double doors closed. Arre lifted the wine glass to her lips. She liked the smell of
good wine, although she rarely drank more than one glass. Drink made her sleepy, and too much made
her sick. Sorren came round to the hearth and lit the two _chobata on the mantel. They glowed softly
through their painted porcelain skins. Arre set her glass down on the table which Sorren had placed, for
that purpose, at her elbow. "Who has something to declare?' she said.

These words officially opened the Council meeting.
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Kim Batto crossed his legs beneath his black and scarlet robe. "I do," he said.

Arre folded her hands in her |ap. The Batto family and the Med family had along history of enmity,
going back two hundred years, to before the founding of the Council. Ewain Med, a captain of the city
guard and the Med heir, had been killed by the eldest son of the Batto line, a man named Raven Batto.
He had been outlawed, and with him, of her own desire and to her family's despair, had gone Maranth
Med, next in line as heir to the Med house.

Tales of their travels to Anhard or to the Red Hills had persisted throughout Arun for years after their
disappearance, but since they never returned to Kendra-on-the-Delta, no one had ever been certain
where they had gone. The families had bickered and fought and blamed each other for the tragedy, until
Lerril Hok brought them together again, some sixty years after the death of Ewain Med. The act had
given the Hok house a reputation for peacemaking which they had never lost.

"The Council hears," said Arre.

The scribe lifted her brush. The Councillors, even Boras Sul, leaned forward alittle in their cushioned
seats. Arrefelt aflicker of excitement chase through her nerves.

"It concerns the trade in heavenweed. My guards tell me it has increased markedly lately, especialy
among the Asech youth."

The Batto family controlled trade with the Asech, whose merchants sold spices, beadwork, pottery, and
dyes at all the city markets. For those goods, they received cloth, heavenweed, grain for their horses, and
metal and leather goods. They still considered themselves desertfolk, but more and more of them were
living in the city, or working in the cotton fields and vineyards. They had become a source of cheap
labor, welcomed in times of prosperity, looked askance at in times of drought.

Arre said, "Are you making a complaint?

"l am," said Kim.

"Don't you tax the trade?"' asked Marti Hok.

"Of course we tax the trade," snapped Kim.

"Then the increased demand is making money for you. Don't complain.”

Kim looked annoyed. "Marti, there are more important things than money. Y ou miss the point. Have you
noticed the effects of heavenweed on your servants, your dockworkers, even your guards? It makes them

quarrelsome, _and_lazy. They stop wanting to work; they lie around all day and smoke, and at night
they make trouble.”
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Marti said, "Heavenweed doesn't make people lazy, Kim. In case you hadn't noticed, people are lazy.
And no, | can't say I've noticed any such effect among my guards, but then, my guards don't smoke on
duty. Do yours?'

"Of course not!" Kim said.

Azulith said, "It's easy to say there are more important things than money when you have never lacked
it."

"Azulith, be quiet," said Arre automatically. "Marti, be serious.”

"I am being serious," said Marti. "Do you want to limit the trade, Kim?"

Kim frowned. "Well, | would not say that. It has occurred to me that more stringent controls might bein
order. | might start by raising licensing fees. Fewer merchants would be able to afford it, and the trade

might drop."

Marti said, "The Blue Clan would not like that. Also, raising fees will encourage people to buy from
unlicensed merchants. Y ou would not want to encourage that."

"No," said Kim. "No, | wouldn't." He sat back.
Arre said, "Cha, what do you think about the heavenweed trade?"

The young Councillor looked blankly at her. "I beg your pardon,” he said automatically. "l was not
listening. | am sure Kim will do the right thing."

Kim looked torn between pleasure at the praise and annoyance at Cha's inattention.

Arre said, "Isthere more to be said on this matter?’

No one spoke. Boras Sul coughed portentously. "I have something to declare.”

Marti Hok sighed.

"The Council hears," said Arre.

Boras wanted to talk about money. Since the thirty-fourth year of the founding of the Council, Kendra-
on-the-Delta had used the polished shell pieces, the bontas, to buy and sell with, instead of gold and
silver. Assayers sat at all eight city Gates, with weights and scales and measures. Merchants and

travelers entering the city surrendered their metal coinage, and received bracelets of shells; when they
|eft, they returned the remaining shell pieces and received back the equivalent in metal coinage, lessthe
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city's percentage, in exchange.
The Sul house licensed the assayers. They also oversaw the craftsfolk who cut and carved the pearly
mussel shells out of which the bontas were made. The shells were cut in five sizes. The smallest counted
least. Cityfolk called them "the bones." The little one was called by some the wishbone, by some the
fingerling. The others were known as deuces, treys, tetras, and quints, also called largos. The careful
measurements and weighing of the metal currencies was vital to the city; when every township up the

river could stamp a crest on a piece of copper and call it a coin, the making of the bonesin Kendra-on-
the-Delta acted as a stabilizing force to Arun's economy.

But lately. Boras explained, the assaying tables had been glutted with coins made of bronze. "Like
throwing pebblesin the scale! Might aswell take a piece of clay, cut amark init, and call it money."

He has aface like a bronze coin, Arre decided. Round and flat and just that color. He was glaring at
them all asif he suspected them of having engineered the glut. "Waste of the assayers time!"

"Where do the coins come from?' asked Marti.

Boras scowled. "From Nuath."

Nuath was the largest of the towns on the river, after Mahita. Most of the grain for Kendra-on-the-Delta
flowed first into Nuath, and then onto the great Blue Clan barges which carried it downstream. They
must be doing well if they can afford a mint, she thought. Most of the towns on the river used coins from

Shanan or Tezera.

"They have aface on them," said Boras. "I'm told it's the face of the town banker. Calls himself alord.
Name's Tarn. Calls himself Tarn i Nuath."

Kim Batto said, "I know of him. He'sa Ryth." The Ryth house was a prominent Blue Clan family, with a
branch in Kendra-on-the-Delta and another in Shanan. "He thinks he's noble because he has money. He's
ambitious."

Marti smiled. "Who is not?'

Kim looked pious.

"Dangerous?’ said Arre. Petty houses, especially those which controlled or could control akey point of
the grain trade, could be dangerous.

"] think not," said Kim.

Marti said idly, "How do you know of this man, Kim?'
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Kim smiled. "l sell him pots," he said.
Kim considered himself something of an expert on Asech pottery. People had been known to consult

him from as far away as Shanan on the work of a particular tribe or potter. "Does he have taste?' asked
Marti curiously.

Kim flicked a speck of dust from his sleeve. "None at al, my dear Marti,” he said. "The man'sa
barbarian."

He sounded very smug. Arre found her fingers curling in irritation around each other. "Boras,” she said
hastily -- shewas not going to be rude to Kim, it only made the meetings longer -- "what do your
assayers do about the bronze coins now?"

"Ignore them, mostly," grumbled Boras. "Pass them through. Some of the city merchants will take them,
and somewon't. | don't like it, though. It undermines standards.”

"Y ou could set up separate tables for bronze coins," said Arre.

"Too much trouble," said Boras. "Besides, it would only encourage people to use them."

Thiswastrue, Arre thought. Occasionally even Boras showed flashes of intelligence.

Marti Hok said, "Why not do nothing? It doesn't sound serious yet. Tell the assayers to pass the bronze
coins through without weighing them, and tell the city merchants that bronze coins cannot be used as
payment for taxes or for any city services."

"Um," said Boras.

"l like that," said Kim.

Cha Minto merely nodded. Arre wondered how much of the talk he had heard. "I agree," she said.
Sorren, unasked, circled round to the window and slid back the screen. It was still light out, but it was
cooling. A damp breeze made the lilies tremble. Azulith worked her fingers to uncramp them; she had
been writing steadily. Arre tipped her head back in her chair. It still ached. Isak. What did Isak want?
There was no reason she could think of for him to desire to attend the Council this evening. She watched
Sorren move around the room. If she had had children, her daughter or son would be doing what Sorren
was doing now, serving wine, lighting lamps, as she, Arre, had done it for her mother. But she had never

wanted to bear children.

She beckoned to Sorren. "Tell my brother we are ready. Fill the glasses before you leave." Sorren
brought the decanter around once more. When she left the room, Arre knocked on the arm of her chair.
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"Councillors," she said, "before our senses grow too dulled with wine to appreciate it, let me present you
with asurprise.”

* * % *

The double doors opened. Sorren entered, drums in hand. She wore black silk with gold edging; agold
chain gleamed around her throat, and the black tunic had red butterflies embroidered on it. Arre guessed
that Isak had chosen her clothes, and nodded approval; histaste, as ever, was exquisite. Boras Sul gazed
at the girl with suddenly gluttonous eyes.

Sorren sat on the carpeted floor and put her drums between her knees. Skillfully she began to tap a soft
entering drumroll. Arre's heart jumped as she waited for 1sak to appear.

|sak came through the doors.

He wore red and gold. He carried two huge fans that spread out from his supple wrists like wings. His
long hair was pinned to the top of his head by ared lacquer comb. In the wide red sash gleamed the
ornate hilt of the ceremonial knife that all dancers wore, recalling the time when dance was awarrior's
art.

He lifted the fans, veiling his face. This dance had astory -- they all did. Arrerarely bothered to follow
the story. This one she knew, however: it was the Tale of the Enchanted Eagle. The drumming and the
soft sounds of the silk moving eased her senses. She leaned back into the cushion of her chair and let her
eyelids droop.

The drum tempo changed, quickened. She opened her eyes. |sak postured, arms extended like the eagle's
wings. He turned his head from side to side, flick, flick, the way a bird would. He had darkened his skin
with something. The tongue and straps of his sandals were beaded to give theillusion of taloned feet. He
had even outlined his brows with black, and his eyes glowed like a bird's eyes, brilliant, impatient, and
feral.

He shook his head, stamped, and turned. The comb fell from his hair. His hair washed down over his
back. Now he was the Witch. He bent grotesquely. His face twisted into a mask of malice and mischief.
The fans closed and became witch's wands.

The drum tempo grew martial. He straightened. The fans crossed and became a bow and arrow. Now he
was the Hunter, young and eager, innocent as flame. The Hunter met the Witch, was tested, endured. At
the end of the dance, the drumming lifted to a crescendo, and the dancer was an Eagle again.

Sorren rested her hands on her knees. Isak lowered the fans from hisface and smiled. In the streets, Arre

thought, they would be cheering and shouting. Even Azulith was still, tongue curbed, broad face rapt,
ink and pages forgotten in the spell.
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Rising, Sorren opened the doors. Isak swept through them, and she followed him. The Councillors sat
for long minutes. Finaly ChaMinto stirred in his seat. He said, "Arre, your brother has a gift."

Arrelooked at him, surprised. Isak was a man for women, had his tastes changed? But no, Cha did not
look like a man who had just watched alover perform. Again she wondered what was wrong with him.

Marti Hok turned to Kim Batto. "Help me stand,” she commanded. He rose and assisted her to her feet.
"Old bones," she said. "If | sit in one spot too long, | have to be practically levered loose fromit." She
hobbled around the edge of the parlor. Sorren came back to the room. She had changed her clothes; she
was wearing the soft blue tunic and pants that Arre liked her servants to wear. She sidled to the open
window. The cool sea mist, blowing from the south, feathered her hair to one side.

Boras heaved from his chair. "I've been sitting too long," he said. "Excuse me." He wobbled out the
door. Cha Minto turned hiswine glassin hisfingers. Sorren brought the flask to him and refilled his
glass.

Marti stopped beside Azulith's stool. "Y ou write beautifully, *Zuli," she said. She leaned one swollen
hand on the woman's shoulder.

"Thank you, lady," said the scribe. "The chea knows I've been doing it long enough. Twenty-eight years
come the new moon."

"Who trained you?"
"Samia-no-Reo, lady."

"Ah," said Marti. Samia-no-Reo had been one of the great scribes of the Black Clan. "I knew her, when |
was alittle girl. She used to tell me stories. Y ou must be amost asold as| am, 'Zuli."

“I'll be fifty-eight, harvesttime," said the scribe.
"Have you children?"
"Six of them," said the old woman.

Boras Sul came back. "Well," he said, "what's next, en?' He sat. Marti made her way back to her chair,
and Sorren helped her into it; Arre sat alittle straighter. Her neck was aching.

"I have something to declare,” said Cha Minto.
He had laid his glass aside, and sat with his fingertips together, a Scholar's gesture. It looked false on

him. Arre thought of I1sak, whose skill made all gestures ook true. She wondered if he was still within
the house, perhaps folding his clothes, those elegant dancer's robes, and waiting, impatient and feral, like
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the eagle.
For what was he waiting?
"The Council hears," she said tautly.

ChaMinto cleared histhroat. "It has been," he began, "the custom of this Council to enlarge itself when
families of the city grew strong enough and prosperous enough to deserve a place upon it. When the
Council was first formed, its members were three, the Hok family, the Med family, and the Batto family.
The Sul and Minto families were admitted to the Council in the Council Y ear Ninety-Six, that is, asyou
know, fifty years ago."

Boras Sul looked annoyed at the reminder that his family had not been one of the original Council
members.

"Kendra-on-the-Delta has grown over those last fifty years. Truce and agreement was made with the
Asech tribes, so that there has been peace between the people of Arun and the desert people.”

That, Arre thought somewhat sourly, had more to do with the influence of the witchfolk over the
credulous Asech than with the machinations of the Council.

Chacontinued. "The trade with Anhard has increased."
That was true.

"The members of this Council should, | think, be proud of what they and their parents have
accomplished.”

Get to it, Arre thought.

"But, without minimizing the actions of the families whose representatives sit here now, much of that
growth has been created by the actions of the families Jalar and Ismenin. | therefore propose that we
invite those families to join our Council, making seven members."

He paused. The only sound in the room was the noise of the wind on the screen and the whisper of the
scribe's brush.

Oh, that's clever, Arre thought, as the names sank in. The Hok family, Marti's family, was the oldest in
the city, and Marti Hok's second child, a son, was married to the daughter of Meredith Jalar. The Jalaras
ran the docks and the fishing fleet. The Ismeninas owned the mines. For years, Kendra-on-the-Delta had
been dependent upon trade with Tezerafor metal, particularly copper and iron. But the Ismenin family
had found copper depositsin the hills east of the river, and iron in the Red Hills, west of Shanan. Iron
and silver, copper and coal, flowed first through the hands of the Ismeninas, and then to the merchants
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and the markets of the city. They were arough-and-tumble crew, rich, boisterous, and powerful.
Ron Ismenin and Isak Med were good, close friends.

Shelifted her glass to her face and observed Cha Minto through its wavy blue crystal, wondering what
he was doing, and if he even knew.

Marti Hok said, "The family Jalar has long deserved a place on the Council." Boras Sul grunted
agreement. Chalooked pleased. "However -- " Cha's face grew wary -- "l am not so sanguine about the
|smeninas.”

Boras said, "They start brawls, that great bunch of boys, and they are all too young."

ChaMinto said, "Ron Ismenin is thirty-seven. And there are only four of them, Boras."

Boras purpled, until he looked like aturtle about to snap. Marti raised a hand. "Therewas ariot in the
shipyards last week, Cha. The younger Ismenin brothers were right in the middle of it. They fight, they
make trouble. That makes me uncomfortable. What if Ron Ismenin should drop dead? May the peace of

the chea be with us al, | don't anticipateit -- but | have no wish to be the eldest member of a Council of
unruly children.”

Kim Batto stroked his beard. "I think that isunfair, Marti," he murmured.
Oho, Arre thought. Does that mean the White Clan looks favorably upon the Ismeninas?
Chaechoed him. "That _is_unfair. What if any of us drops dead? What if you die, or Arre, here?'

Boras Sul coughed. "Thisis premature talk," he mumbled. "Even the witchfolk will not say when
someone is about to die."

Marti Hok said, "Cha, that is very rude. Borasis quiteright. If, may the chea spare me yet afew more
years, if | should drop dead tomorrow, my eldest son Sironen is perfectly capable of taking my place
on the Council, as he hasin family business. If Arre dies, thereislsak. Heisyoung, but heis an artist,
and therefore civilized. The Ismeninas are not civilized." She beckoned to Sorren to refill her wine.

ChaMinto looked as if someone had just dropped a bucket of sand on his head. Arre grinned. Marti's
tongue had grown no duller as she aged. Even Kim Batto had his hand to his mouth, half concealing a
broad smile.

"I apologize,” said Cha Minto. "l did not intend insult.”

Kim dropped his hand. His voice was smooth. "l appreciate your arguments, Marti. | know Ron Ismenin
somewhat. He is areasonable man. The Jalaras are, of course, totally acceptable. | support ChaMinto in
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this matter, and am willing to attempt to deal with the Ismeninas.”

"I'm not," said Boras Sul. Sorren filled his glass afinal time, and he ran his hand in an avuncular manner
over her bare arm.

She took a hasty step back, and nearly knocked over the table at Cha Minto's elbow.

Arre said, "Careful, child." Shelooked at Marti, remembering her own parents, unexpectedly dead in the
plague that had gripped the city in Council Y ear 129. She had not wanted to be head of the household.
But her mother had trained her well; she dipped into the vacancy with only a few mournful backward
glances toward her lost freedom.

Marti said, "l agree that the Council should grow, as our city has enlarged. | approve the nomination of
the Jalar house to membership. But until | see signs of sobriety from the Ismenin brothers, | will oppose
that house's presence in our midst."

Azulith wrote furiously. ChaMinto said, "I think you are mistaken." He was gripping the arms of his
chair with such force that the knuckles whitened.

Arre said, "Cha, is there another house you might propose to make this an acceptable pairing?' There
was one other house of stature, the Isaras, who controlled the choba oil trade. Cha shook his head. "Then
| must say that | too find the Ismeninas -- unpredictable. | agree with Marti."

The screen rattled, as the wind blew against its panels. The Councillors jumped at the sound, and Marti
rubbed her hands together.

"Sorren," said Arre, "close the window screen and lay alog in the grate.”

Sorren dlid the screen across the window. The breeze died. Moving the vase, she dragged the toothed
grate into the center of the fireplace. Carefully, she built afirebed out of tinder and twigs. She struck
flint -- thetinder flared, licking at the dry logs' scaly underbellies.

Arre stretched. Her clothes felt harsh and sticky. Cha Minto was looking at her, his mouth in awry twist.
Arre thought, If my brother Isak isusing you, | feel sorry for you, my friend. "Cha," she said.

Hislips closed tight, and he turned his head, refusing to meet her eyes.
"Chal"
He looked at her.

"Before you came here tonight, did you happen to mention the intent of your discussion to anyone? To
Meredith Jalar, perhaps, or to Ron Ismenin?"
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He said, "That would have been most improper."
Marti Hok said sharply, "I take it that answer means no."
"That iswhat it means," he agreed.

Pulling herself from her chair, Marti stumped to thefire. "l get cold,” she remarked. She leaned on her
cane, and Arre caught her breath. Marti looked feeble.

"Marti, are you well?" she said.

"Perfectly!" The old woman's eyes snapped. She glanced at Sorren, who knelt on thetiles, tongs in hand.
"I would not be young again, | assure you, Arre. What's your name, girl?’

"Sorren, Lady."

Marti looked interested. "That's a northern name. Were you born in the north?"

"No, Lady," Sorren said. She held the tongs angled in her hand like a spear. The light gleamed on her
hair and pale skin asif she wore armor, and Arre thought, She looks barbaric, strange, like some warrior-
woman drawn on an ancient pot. "l was born in the grapefields, | think."

"Y our coloring's northern, too," said Marti. "Do you know the story of Sorren, the Lady of Tornor?"

"No," said the girl.

"It'sanorthern tale. | could tell it to you. It was Samia-no-Reo who first told it to me, when | was half
your height. | did not grow much taller. Send her to me, Arre, and | will tell her thetale.”

Arre felt amomentary twinge of jealousy. She did not want Marti Hok to be telling her bondservant
stories. But then she shrugged. Marti had done her work on the Council for her. She deserved some
thanks.

She turned her palms upward. The silver bracelets jingled on her wrists. "Aslong as you don't keep her
from her work, Marti, you may tell her what you like."

Chapter Four

_Pah-pah-pah-PAH._

Sorren hung the firetongs back on their hook. Arre and Marti talked above her. The knees of her pants
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grew hot with the flames; she barely felt it. Tornor. Where and what was Tornor? A trickle of sweat
tickled the skin under her breasts, as the name rang like a note of music in her head.

She needed air, and space. Rising from the hearth, she sidled round the chairs to the doors. She slipped
into the hall. Her cheeks were hot; she lifted her palms to them, to cool them. Through the crack in the
doors she saw Boras Sul staring, and wondered if he was staring at her. She thought of severa rude
things she could never say to him.

Isak came from the room he had dressed in. His black hair was still pinned to his head with the red
comb, but he carried his costumes -- the Eagle's golden cloak, the Witch's rags, the Hunter's jeweled
loincloth -- carelessly over one arm, asif they were valueless. He stared at Sorren. "What's the matter
with you?' he demanded.

Sorren dropped her hands. "I'm hot." She hesitated, thinking suddenly, He was schooled; he might have
heard of Tornor. But he would want to know why it mattered to her and she did not trust herself not to
say too much to him.

"Isthat al?' He was no longer looking at her; he was gazing at the double doors asif he could see
through wood. " Sorren."

"Yes, my lord."

"In three weeks, there will be a party at the Ismenin house. | shall dance. Can you be there to drum?"
"I think so. Will you be dancing something new?"

"Something old. The Courtship."

That was a betrothal dance. Sorren wondered which of the Ismenin sons was getting married, and to
whom. "I shall have to ask permission.”

"From my sister." He said the word "sister” as if it were coated with ash. He still looked at the doors.
Sorren wondered what he thought was happening. She listened to the rise and fall of Arre'svoice. Isak
never guestioned her about the meetings, although he knew she served at them. If he did, she would tell
Arre, and probably he did not want Arre to know he cared enough to question servants.

He shifted the costumes from one arm to the other. "What are they doing in there?' he muttered.

"Being polite," said Sorren. He shot her an icy look.

The doors opened al the way, and Azulith came out, carrying her scroll and brush cases. She smiled at
Sorren and turned to go to the kitchen.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (40 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:12



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

"Scribel" said Isak. His soft voice cracked like awhip.
Startled, Azulith spun back, nearly dropping her brush case. "My lord?" she said.
Isak said, still softly, "I think | am due somewhat more respect than that."

Sorren blinked in surprise. Azulith had bad knees, everyone knew that. But there was nothing she could
say. Angry, she stood silently by as Azulith went down on one painful knee.

"Thank you," said Isak. "Y ou may go." Azulith rose with a grimace. Eyes eloquent with contempt and
fury, she marched toward the back of the house. Isak did not seem to care.

ChaMinto stepped through the doors.

|sak's expressive shoulders tensed. The youngest Councillor shook his head from side to side. Sorren
thought, Paxe was right. Isak was up to something, and had been disappointed. A fold of her shirt was
out of place; she put it back, and looked up to see Boras Sul regarding her asif she were something to
eat. Hastily she went down the hall to the wardrobe where the cloaks were hung. Boras Sul's servant
came from the kitchen; she heard the fat man fussing at him. She waited as long as she dared, pretending
to be busy with the cloaks, until she heard them leave.

She walked back to the doors carrying Marti Hok's cloak. Arre and Marti were talking just inside the
parlor. Sorren waited for them to finish. Toli, from the kitchen, was putting the empty flasks and soiled
glasses on atray. Kim Batto, the prissy one, had gone. Sorren stroked Marti's cloak. It was fur, a soft
white fur, too hot, she thought, for summer. The old woman turned and saw her holding it.

She smiled. "Let me haveit, child."

Sorren settled the cloak on Marti's shoulders. Marti's skin was light brown, almost yellow, and soft with
athousand wrinkles. Her hair was white, and she wore it coiled on the crown of her head in athick
braid. She was stout and small, like Elith, but Sorren thought she was older than Elith: she had sons and
daughters and grandchildren and maybe great-grandchildren.

The old woman looked up at her. "Child, you are too tall. Arre, how can you bear to have this young
giant about you always?'

Arresaid, "I like tall people, Marti."
"Yes. How old are you, child?’
"Seventeen, my lady," said Sorren.

"Y ou will not forget that you have promised to come to my house."
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"Of course she will not forget,” said Arre. "Marti, it's nearly midnight, go away!"

Marti laughed. "I shall sit up half the night anyway, Arre. | sleep less and less each year. When I'm
ninety | shall sit wakeful all night, like afeatherless old owl in atree, too weak to catch her own mice
-- and | shall be very, very wise."

Sorren grinned at this. Marti looked alittle like an owl. She slid her hand in front of her face to hide her
smile.

Arresaid, "That may be. Y ou are already too wise for your own good. But you're keeping me up, and
_|_still sleep at night.”

"Oh, very well, | shall leave you to your bed." Marti nodded at Sorren. "Call my litter, please.”

Sorren went into the courtyard. Under the torchlight she saw the cloth-covered hump of alitter. The four
bearers were sitting beside it. She saw a light pass from hand to shadowy hand, and the scent of
heavenweed drifted to her on the night wind.

She crossed the courtyard. As she reached the bearers, she saw that the door guard had joined them. He
was one of the oldest guards. His name was Borti. Paxe grumbled about his age and slowness but
somehow she never got around to telling him to turn in his badges. Sorren liked him; when she had first
come to the city he had taken her all around the house on his back. He called her "Beanstalk" and she did
not mind it. "She's ready," she said to the bearers. They snuffed their smoke and uncoiled. One of them
twitched the cloth from the litter and rolled it into a ball.

Sorren returned to the house to tell Marti Hok that her litter was ready. At that moment, Azulith came
down the hall. There was grease about her plump mouth, and she carried, in addition to her scroll and
brush cases, a small pouch. The smell of fish cake emanated from it. "Good night, Sorren," she called
over her shoulder.

"Good night," said Sorren.

"Good night, Sorren," said afamiliar, mocking voice.

Sorren whirled. I1sak stood in the doorway, with ChaMinto at his back.

She was still annoyed at him. "My lord," she said. "I thought you'd gone."

"Not quite," he said. Behind him, Cha Minto was pale, and she wondered if that pallor was Isak's fault.
"Cometo my house in ten days. We need to practice the Courtship."

Ten dayswas just past the Asech Festival of the Ox. "I will if | can, my lord," she said.
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He said, "Be sure you do." Before she could respond -- and what could she say? -- the two men
strolled together into the darkness. Marti Hok came to the front door, leaning heavily on her cane.
Sorren pressed against the house wall to let her pass. The bearers assisted her into the litter and trotted
off, the brass bells around their ankles sounding into the distance.

Arre came to the door. She sighed; she looked tired. " Close the door," she ordered. "I want to go to bed."
Together, they went upstairs. Sorren trimmed and lit the bedroom lamp, while Arre undressed. (She did
not like to be helped with that. When Sorren tried, she snapped, "I'm not decrepit!") Sorren poured a
bowlful of water from the pitcher on the stand. It was scented with rose petals stripped from the garden.
She brought the bowl to Arre, with a cloth. Arre wiped her face. She took off her bracelets, and Sorren
laid them in their box. The box was wooden, carved with the triangle badge of the Med house. Arre had
once told her it belonged to Arre's mother. It smelled musty. The little compartments were lined with
amber velvet.

Arre sat on the bed, naked. "Did Boras bother you tonight?' she said suddenly.

Sorren went to the chest in which the quilts were kept. "A little."

“I'll tell him to stop," said Arre. "He grows more mannerless the older he gets, and he never had many to
start with. What did you think of the Council?*

Sorren said, "I mostly don't listen. | thought Isak's dance was perfect.”

Arre scowled. "Did he speak to you when he was dressing, or after the dance?' She scratched her thigh,
where an insect bite had raised awelt.

"Y es. He asked me to drum for him at a betrothal party at the |smeninas.”
Arrelifted an eyebrow. "Oh? Did he say whose?"

"No."

"Whenisit?'

"In three weeks."

"Rrmph." Arre made a grumpy noise. Sorren folded the quilt around her. Arre put an arm across her
face. "Leavethelight."

Sorren tugged the quilt even at the corners. When she looked up, Arre was leaning on both elbows,
watching her. "What isit?' said the older woman.
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The word filled her mouth; she ailmost could not say it. She took a deep breath. "What's T-T-Tornor?"
"Why are you stammering?' said Arre. "It's a Keep on the northern border."

"What's a Keep?'

"A castle."

"Doesit have atower?"

Arrelay flat. "I've never been there, how would | know? Leave me now, child, | want to sleep.”
Sorren picked up the bow! of dirtied water from the stand. "Good night. Sleep well."

Outside Arre's door, she listened. The noise of shuffling feet and wheezing breath warned her that Elith
was wakeful. The old woman rose early and slept late, and she often wandered about the darkened
house. Softly, Sorren went downstairs. From the noises she guessed that Elith was in the long parlor, and
she whisked herself past the double doors before the old woman could see her. The kitchen was quiet.
She dumped the dirty water out the nearest window. It would help the herb garden.

In her room, the window screen was open partway. The garden scent filled her nostrils. Through the gap
she saw the waxing moon, white and brilliant, riding its river of stars.

_Tor-nor_. Sorren drummed the syllables lightly on thewall. _Tor-nor Keep. Pah-pah-dum_. In her
experience, north meant the vineyards. But she knew that the river traveled through the vineyards and
kept on going to the sea, and since it did not start in the vineyards then it must have come from
somewhere else, and rivers, she had heard, started in the mountains.

There were mountains in the west; Paxe had been to them, though she aimost never spoke of it. But there
were a'so mountains in the north, and she thought these northern mountains were the mountains she saw.
She ran her fingers through her hair. What if the castle with the tower, the substance of her vision, was
indeed a Keep? She sat on the bed, fingers tapping. Perhaps her mother had named her "Sorren” for a
reason, to say, "Y ou are different. Y ou come from elsewhere." _Sor-ren of Tor-nor. Pah-pah-a-dum-
pah_. In the fields picking grapes, she had dreamed of being something else, not a grapepicker,
something wonderful, a princess, and she had gone with Arre happily, without a backward look, because
secretly she believed that Arre would make her a princess. It seemed very silly now. But al children had
such dreams.

It still might be true. She wanted it to be so. Even if she was not a princess, she wanted it to be so. She
wondered what Paxe would say when told. If she went to the cottage now, right now -- but Paxe might
be asleep, and Ricard might be there. Sorren frowned out the window at the moon. She did not want to
have to talk to Ricard.
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There was a snarl, thick as glue, in one lock of her hair. She picked at it, trying to work it loose with her
fingers. When it finally came free, she rummaged in the chest for the horn-backed brush that Arre had
given her, and brushed her hair until it crackled.

As shelaid the brush down, vision came upon her. Pictures rose behind her eyelids. _The room went
away; she saw the castle, and the tower. The buildings changed: shrank, or enlarged, as her ranging mind
brought her farther from or closer to them. The stars made a bridge across the world. Torches flared on
the battlements; the air was clean and dry and chilly. She hovered suddenly at the open window of the
tower. A man -- or boy, for he looked young -- sat within the many-sided chamber. He held apen in
one hand. The other was not there -- at all, Sorren realized. His right arm was gone, cut off at the
shoulder. His embroidered sleeve hung empty._

The small face blurred. The vision faded. Sorren shivered. Cold bumps marched across her arms. Rising,
she shut the open screen, and went downstairs to the kitchen. The moonlight silvered the pots, making
them look like treasure. She went through the rear courtyard to Paxe's cottage. The door was unlocked;
she pushed it open with a cautious hand. Ricard was not there. The cat, from its place on a cushion,

lifted its narrow head to gaze at her.

Naked, she climbed into Paxe's bed. Strong arms reached to hold her. "Chelito," murmured Paxe sleepily.

Sorren put her cheek against Paxe's breast. The shared bed was warm and safe and pleasant as a cave.
Content, she pressed herself against Paxe's smooth skin.

They woke early, while the stars were still vivid in the sky, and made love. In the dim room, Sorren's
hair crackled around her head like sparks from a bonfire. She described her vision, and then told Paxe
what Marti Hok had said. "What do you think of that?"

The cat came in and rolled on its back, demanding to be stroked. Paxe rubbed its soft white belly fur
with her toe. "It's interesting," she said.

Sorren was disappointed. But there was alook in Paxe's face she had never seen before. The dawnlight,
faint as a baby's breath, gleamed through the screens, giving the austere room the look of winter.

"Why are you looking at me like that?' she said.
Paxe said, "Because | love you."

Sorren grinned. Lifting Paxe's hand, she put her tongue into the warm hollow of her lover'sfist.
"Someday | should like to crawl into bed with you and stay there the whole day."

Paxe laughed, "Y ou'd wear me out," she said, drawing her hand across Sorren's cheek.
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The cat followed them down the stairs. Just inside the door, Paxe stooped to put on her sandals. She was
wearing Y ard clothes, coarse blue pants and a baggy white shirt. "Was Ricard here when you came in
last night?" she asked.

"Nope," said Sorren.

They kissed at the Y ard gate. Sorren saw Kaleb out of the corner of her eye, standing in the Yard. He
was waiting for them to say farewell so that he could make his report. He had been waiting since
sunrise; Sorren hoped the night had gone smoothly. If there had been any trouble, Paxe would be angry
at herself for having made him wait.

She dawdled in the garden, savoring the morning air. When she got to the house, Lalith waved to her
from the kitchen. The brown girl was wearing her hair in her favorite style, with lots of little braids.
They looked like spikes. She glanced toward the hour-candle. " She's asked for you twice aready."
"Damn." Sorren hurried. "Why didn't you come and get me?' she said over her shoulder to Lalith, who
laughed. On her way up the stairs, Sorren grinned. If Lalith had come to the bedroom to tell Sorren that
Arre wanted her, Paxe would probably have thrown the lamp at her head.

Arre was sitting on her rosewood stool. "Where have you been?' she snapped. She was wearing all her
bracelets; they jangled as she moved. "When | need you, | want you here, not gallivanting around the
city."

Sorren said, "l was at Paxe's cottage.”

Arreglared at her. But after a moment her face softened. "Oh. Well. You're here now. Sit down, | hate it
when you loom." Sorren sat cross-legged on the soft wool rug. "Y our hair is tangled."

Sorren blushed.

Arre frowned. She reached beside her, to the small table on which stood the lamp, her jewel box, and a
small brown stone statue which Sorren thought was a dog but which Arre said was a seal. She stroked
the seal's back. "Last night, you told me Isak asked you to drum at the betrothal of one of the Ismeninas.”

|IY%.|I

"Y ou're going shopping today." Thiswas not a question. Sorren went shopping every morning. "l want
you to find out which one of the Ismenin boysis getting married, and to whom."

"I can do that,” Sorren said. She rather liked it when Arre asked her to find out things.

"Bediscreet," said Arre sharply. She held out amoney bracelet. "Here."
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Sorren took it and turned to leave.
"See if you can find some sweet berries,” Arre called after her. "Cook says we've amost used them up.”

As Sorren went downstairs, she wondered why Arre asked _her to find out about the Ismenin betrothal.
Surely she had been invited. Maybe she simply wanted to know what they were saying in the market.

Lalith was waiting for her in the kitchen. "Well?' Sorren said.

The girl rolled her eyes. "Lamb and fish," she chanted, "anise, cinnamon, and salt, carrots and onions,
yellow apples, if there are any."

Choba oil, Sorren thought, and sweet berries. "Thank you," she said. Some people in the market carried
written lists. But Sorren could not write or read, so it all went into her head.

She walked down the hill reciting it to herself. It was cold in the valley by theriver. The fog wasin; it
blanketed the river and the ocean, and dripped from the horses flanks and from the canvas market stalls.
Some days it was so thick that it rolled over the whole city, even the hill, making old Elith's bones ache
so that all she would do was sit around groaning with her feet in hot water, and _that_ made Toli angry
because it meant he had to feed the furnace twice a day.

Sorren didn't mind it; she walked through the damp mist smiling. She had six errands to run, not
counting finding out about the Ismenin betrothal. She went first to the butcher's, liking it least. The stall
was crowded, and she had to shout her order over the heads of smaller folk. She went next to the
fishmonger's.

Thule hastened to her, rubbing his red chapped hands. "Did she like the fish?" he asked.
"She loved the fish."

He swelled with pride, asif he had caught them all himself. *Good, good. What can we do for the Med
house this morning? More flounder? Hake? Sea bass?

"Is Mirrim here?' asked Sorren. Mirrim was Thul€'s daughter, athin, quiet woman who knew everything
that happened or was about to happen in the city.

"Not today," said Thule. "Halibut?"

"Let melook," said Sorren. She could not tell one fish from another but she liked to ook at them. Thule
led her to the tubs, talking very fast, pointing out the fattest fish for her appraisal. The cart from theice
houses stood near the tubs, and the fish bounced and jumped asif they were still alive, though ice
crystals clung to them. "L et's have some bass," Sorren said. Math, Thule's middle son, climbed into the
tub of sea bass, and with a big net ladled the beautiful brown and gold fish into a basket, to be delivered
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later to the Med cook.
The vegetable stalls were busy, and the spice shop was jammed with people ordering salt. Sorren recited
her list to the clerks, and left. She stopped at the oilseller'sin the Isara district to leave the weekly order
for choba oil. The woman there was friendly and garrulous. she gossiped about the people whose stall

abutted hers, about the Council, and about her own relatives. She told a funny, scurrilous story about
three witches.

"Are Arre Med and her brother still fighting?' she asked.

"They don't fight," said Sorren. "They just don't like each other." The oilseller frowned, wanting
something new.

She had not said anything about an Ismenin betrothal. Sorren frowned as she walked from the shop.

She went toward the Asech corner of the market. At one stall, an Asech woman was dancing with a
snake, making it twine and dlither around her naked breasts. She was graceful and demure as she coaxed
the snake over her nipples. Two people sat at her feet; one playing aflute, the other that peculiar Asech
instrument, the _sho .

The fluteplayer caught Sorren's eye, and winked. She leaned against the wall, waiting for him to finish.
His name was Simbaha, called Simmy, and the woman with the snake was his sister. Sorren had
drummed for them once, at Harvest Festival.

When the performance ended, the spectators clapped. The snake hissed at the noise. Simmy came
through the crowd with a basket. "Hey, Sorren."

"Isn't it cold for naked dancing?' Sorren said.

" wouldn't know, | don't do it. Tani doesn't mind." A woman tossed a bronze coin at the basket, and he
swung it deftly. "Thank you, lady, may the Guardian smile upon you." He moved the basket in a
seductive circle. His flute, which he carried in asling over his shoulder, was painted with flowers. "Y ou
going to play for Isak Med at the Festival this year?"

Sorren said, "l think so. Seen Jeshim lately?"

"That _chabalck _." The word meant something horrible in the Asech tongue. "He's got a pitch in the
Jalar district. Hey, | heard you were spoken for! Why're you looking for Jeshim?"

"I _am_spoken for,” Sorren said. "l just want to talk to him."

"Too bad," said Simmy. "l like tall women."

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (48 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:12



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

Sorren waved good-bye to Tani, who was trying to tease the snake back into its pot. She walked south,
toward the ocean. Thiswas Jalar territory. Y ellow streamers, token of the Jalar house, waved on poles;
yellow-clad guards were everywhere. They looked tense, and Sorren wondered why. Carts clattered over
the boardwalks. The yellow sails of the fishing fleet gleamed through the mist. Rings of seawrack on the
pilings showed the high-tide mark. The water was low, but not as low as it could get. On the ebb tide
when the moon was full, it seemed asif the whole ocean pulled away from the land, leaving the entire
delta steaming and stinking, naked to a merciless sun.

Sorren walked up to aguard. "I'm looking for Jeshim the juggler.”

"Near the dlipway," said the guard.

"Where's the slipway?"

"That way."

"That way" proved to be amaze of aleys. Finally Sorren circled around what seemed to be half a
hundred warehouses, and came out facing the sea. Gulls swarmed overhead. In front of her there was a
great scooped space in the mud, and, within the space, the ribs and planking of a ship. Men and women
climbed over it, calling and making noises with their hammers. Smells smoked from it, the smells of tar

and timber and heated metal. It was exciting. Sorren drew a deep breath.

She found Jeshim on the walkway. "Sorren!" He beamed. He was part Asech, and wore blue stonesin
his ears. "What a surprise. What brings you al the way from the hill?"

Sorren grinned. "I came to see you, of course."

Thejuggler sighed. "Ah, if only | could believe that." He snaked his hand up her arm. "Y ou know how |
feel about you. But Y ardmaster Paxe -- " he coughed -- "would chop me into bits and feed me to the
clamsif | touched you."

"You'reright, she would," Sorren said. She moved, and his hand dropped.

Jeshim shrugged. "Want some heavenweed?' He bent to his pack. From it he pulled a pipe with a bowl
as big as her fist. Hefilled it, and brought out flints. His hands were scarred, asif from a hundred tiny

bites, and she remembered that he threw knives, too.

Two guards at the tip of the boardwalk sniffed appreciatively as the heavensmoke blew toward them.
"Can you smoke and juggle?' Sorren asked.

"Certainly," said Jeshim. "I'm amuch better juggler after | smoke than before." He sucked at the pipe.
"Ah." He passed it to her, and she took alittle bit. The heady drug made her ears buzz.
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A step sounded on the boardwalk. " Smoking again, juggler?* said a hoarse voice. "Get out of my way."
A manin agray cloak had come down the boardwalk and stood now facing Jeshim.

Jeshim laughed. "Drunk again, gimpy?' He brushed a speck from his sleeve. "What if | don't want to
move?"

The man showed his teeth. " Showing off for your friend, aren't you. Move, or I'll move you."

"Not in front of the guards, you won't," said Jeshim. But he stepped aside, just enough so that the man
could go past him toward the boardwalk's tip. As he moved, his foot went out. The man tripped, swore,
and recovered.

"Sorry," Jeshim said. "An accident.” The man in gray went on, and the juggler laughed.

"Who's that?" said Sorren.

"That's the gimp."

The man in gray stopped just before the end of the walkway, and sat.

"What does he do?'

"He drinks. And he sits. He comes here every day. He likes watching them build the ship." He sucked on
the pipe again. "Forget him. | haven't seen you in awhile, Sorren, what have you been doing?”

Sorren chose her words carefully. If she wanted information from Jeshim, she knew, she would first
have to put him in her debt.

"The same old stuff," she said. "Drumming now and then. Last night | drummed for Isak Med at the
Council meeting. In afew weeks, I'm drumming at the Ismenin betrothal feast."

"Nice," said Jeshim approvingly. "You'll eat well."
"I eat well now," she said. "I heard that you were juggling there."

"At the Ismenin betrothal ?* Jeshim's teeth shone yellow through his red-brown beard. "1 wish it were
true. Who told you?"

She had made it up. "l don't remember. Isn't it s0?"

"Naw." He held the pipe out to her, and she waved it away. He put it in his own mouth and sucked
deeply. His chest swelled.
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She said, "Maybe | can make it true. | can mention your name to Isak. That might help."
"If you would, I'd be very grateful. It might fill my flattened purse.”
"Aren't you working Harvest Festival ?"

"Of course," said the juggler. "The scribe of the Blue Clan came to see me herself, to ask me to jugglein
the Blue Clan tent. But that's five weeks from now."

Sorren counted on her fingers. "So it is." She let her gaze wander. "Which of the Ismenin sonsis getting
married? | forget."

"Col," said Jeshim. "He's the oldest, next to Ron."

"Whao's he marrying?’

"Some Blue Clan bitch."

His eyes were half-closed against the smoke from the pipe. He knew she was pumping him: he had to.
Sorren untied the knot of the bracelet and slipped a wishbone off her wrist. She dropped it in Jeshim's
pack. His eyes opened. "Her name is Nathis Ryth."

She didn't know who Nathis Ryth was, but Arre would. "Are you making any money down here?' she
said.

Jeshim smiled. He glanced at the pack at hisfeet. "It's no better or worse than any other corner of the
city." Hisvoice had thickened and deepened; the heavenweed was starting to affect him. "Doesn't Isak
Med know who is marrying who, up on the hill?'

The Ismeninas did not live on the hill, reflected Sorren. But she knew what the juggler meant. She said,
"l don't ask Isak questions; he doesn't likeit." That wasalie -- Isak loved to be asked things -- but it
sounded good.

Jeshim nodded, and slid his arm around her shoulders. "Be friendly, Sorren," he said.

She peeled the fingers from her arm. "Jeshim, put your pipe away." He peered at her resentfully as she
rose and strolled toward the end of the boardwalk.

The ocean seethed, writhing through the fog like a great supple snake. She listened to the crash of the
waves.

"Beautiful, isn't it," said avoice. It was the man in gray.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (51 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:12



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt
"I guess,” said Sorren doubtfully. She found it frightening. "Are you a fisherman?"
The man laughed. "Do | look like afisherman?’
Sorren looked at him. He was dark, and his face was odd, with broad cheekbones and forehead and a
tight, narrow chin, asif he had been put together from pieces that did not match, like a child's wooden

doll.

He was also very drunk; his brown eyes were not quite focused, and his breath was strong with wine.
"No," said Sorren. "Y ou don't."

He wavered in place. "I know who you are," he said. "Arre Med's bondservant. The northern girl."
"My name's Sorren.”

"Kadra. Kadra-no-llezia."

Sorren blinked. It was a woman's name.

Shetook acloser ook at Kadra, noting the curve of hips, and another curve under the gray cloak that
might be breasts. "Sorry," she said.

"It happens,” said Kadra enigmatically. "Ah, I'm drunk. Y ou know him?' She jerked athumb at the
juggler.

"Yes. We'refriends."

"Friends." Kadra said the word as if she did not know what it meant. Y anking asilver flask from a
pocket, she tipped it to her lips. A rivulet ran down her chin, and she wiped it away with the flat of one
hand. "Thisisn't the Med hill. What are you doing here?’

Sorren bristled. "That's none of your concern.”

Kadra gazed at her. "Maybe not. How kind of you to point it out."

Sorren flushed. "l didn't mean to be rude."

"How old are you?"

Sorren hated telling people how old she was. " Seventeen."

“A baby."
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Sorren set her teeth to keep from answering. Kadra watched her, and then nodded, asif pleased. She
lifted her flask toward her lips.

"Empty. Damn." She shook it.
Sorren said, "Do you work on the docks?"

Kadralaughed, not mirthfully. "No." She touched her cloak; it fell to one side, revealing a glint of metal
beneath it. "I was a messenger."

Sorren looked hard at the cloak. Behind layers of grime, a hint of green gleamed through. The metal
might have been a buckle or a button, but Sorren did not think it was.

Only messengers had the right to wear green out of doors. The color gave them passage through the
streets before anyone else, even therich in their litters. The folk of the Green Clan kept to themselves,
but Sorren had met some of them on the hill. It was they who carried the Council's edicts or suggestions
to the Councils of other cities, to the Asech tribes, and to Anhard.

"Were you sick?' she asked.

"I fell," said Kadra, "and broke my hip. | can't ride."

"Were you a messenger along time?"

"Ten years," Kadrasaid. "Why?"'

Sorren realized that she had been rude again. "I was just curious,” she said.

"Asking questions can get you into trouble."

"I was trying to be friendly -- " but she was speaking to Kadra's back. The woman had brushed past her
and was walking along the boardwalk toward the street. She limped on her left side. The idea that had
been in the back of Sorren's mind came wiggling to the front. A messenger, she thought, would know

about the north.

As Kadra passed Jeshim, he heaved himself to his feet. He ambled to Sorren and started to put hisarms
around her. She elbowed him, not hard.

"Oof!" He rubbed his ribs theatrically.

"Don't do that." She watched Kadra limp between two buildings, and vanish. A messenger could tell her
what roads to take north, and when it would be best to travel.
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"Smoke some heavenweed with me."
"I can't, Jeshim. | have to go back to the house."

The juggler shrugged. Pulling three red balls from some pocket, he set them spinning in air. They
seemed barely to touch his hands. "Y ou had alot to say to the gimp. Friend of _yours? "

"No," said Sorren. "We just met. But why do you call her 'he'? She's awoman."

Jeshim grinned, behind the spinning balls. "Did the gimp say that?"

"Not exactly. She said -- " She tried to remember Kadra's words.

"That's exactly right," said Jeshim. "Because Kadraisn't exactly a woman, nor exactly a man, either.
He's both, or neither, if you like that. He'sa _ghya . He's got both male parts and female parts." He
sounded pleased about it, or maybe it was just relief that he was whole.

"How do you know?" Sorren said.

"Everyone knowsit. It's no secret." He made the red balls disappear, and then pretended to pluck one out
of his hair and another out of his mouth. "Hold still, thereit is!" he said, reaching toward her.

"Don't!" She struck at his hand. The ball, jarred loose, fell to the planks of the boardwalk. Jeshim made a
grab for it, but it rolled over the edge and landed on the mud.

"Damn! Now | haveto get it." He stared at her soulfully. "Come with me. You made it fall."
"It'syour fault,"” Sorren said. "Y ou shouldn't grab me. | told you not to."

He sighed. " Sorren, you are unkind."

Grinning at him, she reached into his pack and drew out the bone she had given him. "Am 1?7

He snatched it from her. "No, no, you are a most generous and loving girl. Come back and visit me
again."

"I will," she said. "I'm sorry about the ball, Jeshim."

"Oh, it's nothing." He blew her akiss, and she pretended to take it from the air and drop it down her
shirt. Before he could come and put his arms around her again, she waved and walked back along the
boardwalk to the warehouses. It grew hotter as she |eft the water's edge. By the time she reached the
streets, her clothes were sticking to her. She smelled wine, and hesitated for a moment, fingering the
bontas on her string, knowing that Arre would not be looking for her yet. To her right there was a tavern
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with a swinging sign painted with a picture of a silver fish. But she did not truly like wine. She would
stop at one of the public wells for water before climbing the hill. She turned from the tavern and went
on, knowing as she did that it was not thirst that had drawn her toward the tavern's door, but the thought
that Kadrathe ghya might be there.

Chapter Five
It took Sorren alonger time to get back to the Med house than she expected it to.

On the border between the Med and Minto districts, a crowd was gathered. At first she thought it was an
accident, the way people were bunched together. " Stay back," droned the guards.

"|s someone hurt?' she asked a woman next to her.

The woman turned huge brown eyes on her. "Oh, no," she said, somewhat breathless from being
squeezed on al four sides. "It'saHealing."

The guards were trying to keep alane clear, but between that and ordering the people back from the
Healer's canopy, they were very busy. Over the heads of the folk around her, Sorren could just see the
tent. The sick were lining up around her, waving and calling in febrile voices to get the attention of the
acolytes who stalked around the perimeter of the crowd. It took two witches to Heal, Sorren knew: one,
a Truthfinder, to question, and the Healer to effect the change. Some people they could not help; the
very old, the very young, the crippled or blind or deaf. Some people they would not help: people who
were aready getting well, for instance, and who wanted the prestige and excitement of having goneto a
Healer. Once Elith had gone to a Healer's tent, complaining of shortness of breath. The Healer told her
not to eat so much and sent her away.

At last, she wormed through the press to a clear space. Stretching her long legs, she hastened home.
Borti was talking to the gate guard under the shade of the kava fruit tree. "What happened to you?' he
said, looking her up and down.

Sorren smoothed her clothing. "I got caught in aHealing."

Arrewasin the garden. She liked flowers. She knew nothing about growing them, but when she walked
through the garden, she would reach out to touch the blossoms with an odd, endearing tenderness. "Did

you get sweet berries?' she said, as Sorren approached.

Sorren sighed. She had meant to. "l forgot." She took the bracelet from her arm. "But | did get the
information you wanted."

"Goon."
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"Col Ismenin is betrothed to Nathis Ryth, of the Blue Clan."
"Ryth," repeated Arre. Her voice sharpened. "Are you sure?’
There was no reason for Jeshim to lie to her. "That's what | was told."

Arre stared at the wall of the house, with the light frown on her face that meant that she was thinking.
Sorren said, "What does it mean?’

Arresaid, "It'sinteresting.”
"Why?'

Arreflicked a bee away from her hair. "Y ou know the custom,” she said. "Folk may marry or not, but if
aman and woman do not marry, the children are only hers, not his. He has no claim on them." Sorren
nodded to show she understood. Her mother had not married; she did not even know her father's name. It
didn't matter. "If they do marry, the children belong to both, but they still bear the mother's name. If --
let us pretend -- | had married Boras Sul, he would have come to live here. His brother, Emrith, would
be head of the Sul house. But our children would carry the Med name."

Sorren tried to imagine Arre marrying Boras Sul and having children by him. She failed. "I'm glad you
didn't."

Arre sniffed. "There was never any question of it. However -- the Ismeninas have always had a
problem following custom. To be wedlthy, it follows, a house must be rich in daughters. The Ismenin
sons amost always breed males. If their sons marry into other high families, the children take the
mother's name, not the father's. Now, custom can be circumvented in two ways. Thefirst is by adopting
female cousins, when they have them, into the main branch of the Ismeninas, and marrying their sonsto
them. The second is by making alliance with the Blue Clan. Ron Ismenin married a daughter of the Blue
Clan house Holleth, and Karya Holleth agreed to give up her right to name her children with her family
name."

"I understand,” said Sorren. She liked it when Arre thought aloud to her. "Thisis the same thing, isn't it?'
"| expect s0," said Arre. Shetilted her head to one side.

"What does the Ryth house trade in?" asked Sorren.

Arre frowned. "Grain."

Sorren worked it out until she was sure she understood. Then she said, "Why are there no daughters born
to the Ismeninas?'
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Arre spread her hands. "The will of the chea, | suppose." Her face glimmered with the sardonic look she
always wore when speaking of the chea

"There was a Healing happening on Apple Street when | passed there," Sorren said.

But Arre was not interested in the Healing. "I wonder whose idea thiswas," she said.

"The marriage?'

"Oh, that is clearly advantageous to both sides. The Ryth house gets a ruling-house connection and the
| smeninas strengthen their ties with the Blue Clan." She frowned. "Their ties with the Blue Clan may
even be alittle stronger than | like. No, | meant my ignorance of the betrothal. | think | do know."

Sorren guessed what she meant from the look on her face. "lsak."

"It'slikely. Heis friends with Ron Ismenin. Indeed, he makes friends wherever he goes, my charming
brother. At the Council meeting, | noticed that he and Cha were like this." She crossed two fingers.

Sorren wriggled her toes in the cool grass. She remembered Cha Minto's face at I1sak's shoulder. He had
looked frightened, not charmed. She touched the bell of alily; pollen came off on her fingers. "Isak's
married,” she said.

"Yes," sad Arre, "so?"
"Helivesin the Med house. His children bear the Med name."

Arre smiled. "That's easy to explain, child. Myra-no-Ivreniais the daughter of Ivrenia lshem of the Blue
Clan. Isak married a merchant's daughter. The Ismeninas are not the only house in the city to bend
custom.”

* * % *

That night, Sorren dreamed again about the castle. It was a quick dream. She saw the tower and then the
castle wall. There was someone standing on it. She wanted to see who. She woke abruptly when she
tried, within the dream, to make herself move closer to the wall.

The dream made her think of Kadra. In the morning, she went to the cottage at sunrise, hoping Paxe
would be there, but the Y ardmaster was gone. Only the one-eyed cat purred around her ankles. There
was no sign of Ricard.

She returned to the kitchen. As she made ready to go shopping, reciting the list of what she needed in
her head, she asked the cook, "Have you ever met a ghya?"'
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He blew at her through his beard. "Ha. Someone's been telling you tales. There's no such thing, girl.
Where'd you hear it?"

She shrugged. "Never mind." She went from the kitchen before he could question her further.

The fog was in; vendors strolled the streets with bells on their carts. At the fruit stall, Sorren
remembered to order a sack of sweet berries, and paid for them, and ordered that they be delivered at
once. That would please Arre. Then she went looking for the slipway.

She got lost on the docks. The blank walls of the warehouses confused her. Finally, after wandering
through narrow, muddy alleysthat all looked alike, she saw a man writing in large letters on the wall,
and went up to him. "I'm looking for the Jalar dlipway."

He pointed down the street. His brown hands were white with chalk dust. "Follow that path and take the
second right, you'll cometo it."

"Thanks." She looked at the wall. "What does that say?"

"Nike the Steersman fucks goats," he said happily. "Thisis the fourth place I've put it." He grinned and
flourished the chalk.

Sorren followed his directions, wondering who Nike the Steersman was. When she came to the slipway
she hesitated before stepping into the open. Jalar guards, lounging at the tip of the boardwalk, were
wearing cloaks over their yellow shirts. The noises from the ship seemed more raucous than they had the
day before.

Kadra sat like alump of coal on the walkway, wrapped in her dark, dirty cloak. Jeshim wasn't there.
Sorren wondered where he was. She went to Kadra. She had mud in her dark cropped hair, and Sorren
thought, She must sleep on the beach. Her clothing smelled of seawater and wine.

The ghyalooked up. "You again. Y our friend's not here."

Sorren sat without being asked. The boardwalk planks were warm. She swung her legs over the side. |
came to talk to you, not Jeshim."

"To me." Kadra scowled. "Did Norres send you?"'

"No one sent me. I'm shopping -- | mean, thisisthe time of day when I go shopping for the house.
Nobody knows I'm here."

Kadrayawned. She rubbed the flat of one hand over her face. "What do you mean, you want to talk to
me."
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Sorren swallowed. "Y ou were a messenger.”

"Yes."

"Have you ever been north, to the Keeps?'

Kadra drew her knees up and laid her head down on them. "Many times."

Sorren let out a breath. She had been holding it. She'd been afraid -- it wassilly -- that the Keeps no
longer existed, that they were all empty, ruined, vanished, and that her dreams were of nothing, an
illusion, the past. "Will you tell me about them?' she said. "How to get there, who lives there, what they
look like -- thingslike that?'

"Y ou don't want me," said Kadra. "Y ou want a Scholar."

"No," Sorren said. "Scholars know history. | want to know -- real things," she finished lamely.
"Why?' said the ghya.

Sorren had known she would ask. "Must | tell you?' she said.

"Yes," sad Kadra.

Sorren rubbed her palm across the flat, splintery planking. "They call me the northern girl," she said.
"My mother used to tell me stories -- | want to go there, after I'm free."

A ripple of feeling, too swift to name, passed across Kadra's face. "When's that?' she said.
“Inayear," said Sorren. It felt like forever.

A tern with ablack head landed on apiling. It picked its feet up, inspecting them, one after the other.
Ruffling its feathers, it began to pick at itstoes with its beak.

Kadrasaid, "I'll talk to you." Sherose. "Not here. If that pimp Jeshim comes back, he'll be offended if
you don't talk to him."

"I don't want to talk to Jeshim," Sorren agreed. "Where can we go?"
"Somewhere," said the ghya, "where | can drink. Y ou'll have to buy the wine."
They went to The Silver Fish. The tavern was dark and largely empty, and it smelled of the oil the street

vendors fried their oystersin. They sat at atable in the back, near the kitchen entrance. The surface of
the table was covered with nicks and scars. A woman in aleather apron brought Kadra wine in an amber-
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colored bottle. She raised her eyebrows at Sorren. "What'll you have?”

"I don't want anything," Sorren said, working the smallest bonta from her string. She handed it to the
woman, who shrugged and went back into the kitchen. Kadra put the bottle to her lips like a greedy
baby. Sorren watched her swallow, frowning. "If you get too drunk," she said, "you won't be able to
talk."

Kadra set the bottle down. "That's my choice," she said flatly. "Y ou want me to do you afavor, you keep
a sweet tongue in your head."

"Sorry," Sorren said.

The ghya wiped her mouth. "Y ou have any notion what a Keep is?'

"A castle.”

"Yes." Kadra's voice softened. "There are four of them -- Pel Keep, Cloud Keep, Tornor Keep, and
ZiliaKeep. They were built hundreds of years ago, when Arun was at war with Anhard-over-Mountain.

They sit on the steppe, with the mountains at their backs.... | don't know which you want to go to."

The sudden evocation of her vision made the hairs at the back of Sorren's neck tingle. "I don't know
either," she said. "What -- " she hesitated, and then went on -- "what do they look like?"

"They're stone," said Kadra. "The stone's dark now, though on Pel Keep's walls there are patches of
white. They used to cover the stones with limewash to protect them. South of the castles the land is flat,
and bare except for the pine trees and the huts of the villagers. They say life hasn't changed therein a
hundred years. More. Behind the castles the mountains stand like -- like abarrier, asif the land ended
there, and beyond it was nothing, avoid." She laughed. "It isn't, though."

"Yes," said Sorren. "Yes."

Kadralooked at her oddly. "Have you been there, then?”

"No," Sorren said. "Yes. In adream." Her cheeks felt flushed. "Does one of them have a tower?"

"A tower? | think one did, but it fell. | don't remember which."

"Are there wolves in the mountains?"

Kadralaughed. "I never met one." Then her face grew serious. "But I've heard from travelers coming out
of the north of strange sounds on the steppe. Perhaps there are wolves again.”

"Arethere eagles?' Sorren asked. "And archers?
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"Of course there are eagles, and people hunting them with bows and arrows. Why?'

Because of the Cards, Sorren thought. But she was not going to tell Kadra about the Cards. "No reason."
Kadra's eyes narrowed, and her hand curled around the bottle again. "Why aren't you drinking?"

"I don't want any, thank you."

"Manners." The word was almost a sneer. "Manners and questions. Who taught you such fine manners?"
"Arre Med," said Sorren.

"Huh," said Kadra. She drank. "Y ou know what they call her, and those like her, down here on the
docks."

Sorren did know. "A swank."
"What's she like?"
Sorren frowned. How could she say what Arre was like? " She's been very kind to me," she said.

The door opened, and two Jalar guards entered. They sat at atable in the front. With casual arrogance,
they stared across the room. Sorren thought they looked overlong at her. There were no other
bondservants that she could seein the tavern.

Her arms prickled, and she rubbed them. "I don't like it here," she said.

"I hateit," said Kadra. She drank again. "I hate cities. Soft places. Too many people and not enough
room. Cramped little houses, cramped streets, cramped minds." Her voice got loud.

The guards |ooked at them, with that suspicious look guards got. "That wasn't what | meant,” said
Sorren. She tapped the table. "l don't like this place. Can we leave?' As she said it, she remembered that
Kadra had been injured. Perhaps it hurt her to walk. But the ghya was already standing. Sorren followed
her out. The woman in the leather apron watched them leave, framed like a statue in the open kitchen
doorway.

Kadra angled toward the slipway. "Come with me," she said. "Come look at the ship." Sorren had little
interest in the ship, but she went. They clambered down into the pit. The mud was cool, damp, and

squishy.

Asthey reached it, Kadra began to cough, great hacking coughs that sounded as if they might split her
chest. "Do you want to rest?' said Sorren. The ghyaignored her. Bales of wool lay scattered on the mud
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nearby. "What's the wool for?' Sorren said.

"Caulking," said Kadra. "They dip the wool in molten wax and stuff lengths of it into the cracks between
the planks."

The ship was much bigger than the fishing vessels; even Sorren, who knew nothing about boats, could
see that. She stared at the great skeleton. "What'sit for -- the ship?”’

"It's going south," said Kadra. She waved one arm at the sea. "Away from land, away from cities, to find
new countries." She shaded her eyes. Shrouds of mist kept Sorren from seeing what the people on the
ship were doing.

"Are they sailors?' she asked.

"No. They're carpenters, sailmakers, ropemakers. Most of them have never been out of sight of land in
all their lives. They'll call for a crew when the ship is done."

"What if no one wantsto go?"
Kadra smiled. "Someone will," she said. The look she gave the ship was one of alover to a beloved.
" _You_wantto go!"

Kadra lurched to one side in the treacherous mud. Her dark face twisted with pain, or longing. "Yes. O
Guardian, yes."

Sorren tried to imagine what it would be like to trust oneself to a small wooden box, floating in the midst
of all that water. She shivered. "When will it go?"

"When it's finished."
"Whoseisit?"
"Jalaras and | saras."

Sorren wondered if Arre knew about this ship. "Y ou want to leave the city, too," she said to Kadra. "Is
that why you said yes to me?"

Kadrasat in the mud. "That's right. I'll tell you the best route to take north, what clothes to wear, what
villagesto avoid. If | help you, maybe the Guardian will let me have a place on that ship."

Sorren said, "I didn't know you could bargain with the chea."
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It wasill-spoken. Kadra said, "Are you awitch, that you know so much about the chea?’

"No. I'm sorry. I've angered you. I'll go." Living with Arre had at least taught her when to retreat. She
turned to leave the slipway.

Kadracalled to her. "Wait!"
Sorren looked back. The ghyawas holding out a hand. She trudged back.
Kadrasaid, "I said I'd help you. | will." She thrust her palm upward. "In earnest of our agreement. Take

it." _It_wasashell. Sorren picked it from Kadra's palm. It was shaped like a teardrop. It was tiny, light
as abead, translucent pink, delicate as a piece of foam.

* * % *

Turning the shell in her fingers, Sorren climbed up the muddy bank to the beach. She looked back once,
to see Kadra crouched on the muck beside the ship. Something about her posture made Sorren shiver.
She ought to go to a Healer, she thought; she sounds sick. The bank steepened near the street, and she
had to use her hands to balance. Her feet slipped in the litter of seaweed and broken shells.

As she trudged up the street, Ricard's dark face bobbed in front of her. She stopped, surprised and
annoyed to see him. His eyes were bloodshot; his clothes dirty and reeking of heavenweed. He glared at
her, chin thrust forward like a baby's pout. She tried to go around him, and he spread his arms out to
hold her.

"What are you doing here?' she said. "Y ou stink." She made aface.

"l saw you," he said.

She clenched her fingers on the shell, wondering what he meant. Saw her what? " Are you following me
around?' She tried to push past him. He would not get out of her way.

"l saw you," he said again.

She felt her temper beginning to climb. "Ricky, leave me alone.”

"Saw you talking to that man."

Sorren resisted the urge to shout at him that Kadra was not a man. "Ricky, go away," she said.
"| saw you," he said, and fell on her.

At first, she thought he had simply overbalanced, and she struggled to hold him upright. He dragged her
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onto the stones. His hands plucked at her shirt. She shoved him. He was strong. Someone whistled, a
piercing sound. Ricky breathed hotly into Sorren's face and she realized he was trying to kiss her. "Y ou
idiot!" she yelled at him, and bucked him off. He scrambled back to her, panting, and she swung afist at
his face. The cobblestones hurt her shoulderblades as he threw himself on her, bearing her back on the
stone. "Y ou stupid boy," she said.

"“I'm not aboy," he grunted. He pinned her wrists and put a knee between her legs.

She heard noises, a crowd. Someone laughed. She twisted and turned, trying to free her hands, while
Ricky breathed heavenscent into her face.

Then he was pulled off her. She sat up. Her elbows were scraped and stinging. Two Jalar guards were
holding Ricky between them. His shirt was torn. She grinned with fury and pleasure at the sight and
climbed slowly to her feet.

"Names?' said one of the guards.

She dusted her palms together. " Sorren-no-Kite, bondservant to Arre Med," she said. She rubbed her
side. It hurt. "Thisidiot is Ricard-no-Paxe, son to the Med Y ardmaster."

The other guard, abig brawny man, shook Ricard by the collar. "What were you doing?' he inquired.
Ricard scowled and would not answer. "Are you hurt?* the guard asked Sorren.

"No." Suddenly, she remembered the shell. She had been holding it. "Oh, damn!" She felt her clothes,
hoping it had gotten stuck in afold. It had not. Probably it was crushed to powder. Her temper rose
again. "Oh, damn, damn."

"What isit?"

"He made me drop something."

"This?' said the first guard, holding out the bracelet of shells.

"That, too," said Sorren. She had not even felt it fall.

"Y ou shouldn't play so rough," said the guard.

Sorren glared at her. "Play! He attacked me! Y ou think | like dust and sores? We weren't playing.”

"Aw," said Ricky, "don't listen to her. She'sa cunt."

Sorren leaped at him. She wanted to scratch his face off; she wanted to break his head. Sheflailed at
him. The two guards dropped Ricard's arms and reached for her. Ricky ran, slamming through the crowd
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which had gathered. The guards swore aloud, and the woman hit her. She had already stopped fighting.
The woman wrenched her arm behind her back, making her helpless. Pain shot into her shoulder.
Through clenched teeth, she said, "Y ou don't have to do that."

They marched her all the way across the city and up the hill to the Med house. Asthey came to the gate,
the woman dropped Sorren's arm. It was numb, and she shook it to make the feeling come back. The
door guard stared. Elith answered the door. The fat old woman raised her eyebrows at Sorren, and then
hurried to get Arre.

She came from the small parlor. "What happened?"

The woman guard started to speak. Sorren interrupted her. "It was Ricard. | was on the dock talking to a
friend, and he saw me. He smelled of heavenweed. He jumped on me. | was fighting him off when they
came. Ricky called me acunt and | got mad and hit him and they grabbed me and he ran away." She was
trembling. Her back hurt and her arm hurt and she felt twelve again.

"Areyou al right?' said Arre. "Did he hurt you?"

"No. He didn't hurt me."

"Well?' said Arre to the guards. They looked embarrassed.

"We didn't know who started it," said the woman defensively.

"Hedid," said Sorren. "He even knocked the bracelet off my arm." Reminded, the guard extended the
bracelet to Arre. She took it and laid it down.

"Thank you for acting so promptly to break up afight," she said to the guards. To Sorren she said,
gently, "Why don't you clean up?"

Sorren went to the kitchen. She could hear Paxe in the Y ard. The apprentices crowded around her,
asking questions. She sank onto a stool. "I got jumped in the market," she said.

"Who wasit?' said Toli. "What'd you do?"

"I fought back." She felt trembly, still.

The cook came round the chopping counter, holding his cleaver. "Did you get the ordersin?’

"Yes." Sheleaned her head on her hand. He gave her a clean, damp rag, and she wiped her face and then

her elbows. Lalith brought her some tea. She slumped on the stool, sipping it. Lalith fingered the torn
shirt.
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“I'll mend thisfor you," she offered.

Sorren shook her head. "l can do it." The tea had honey in it. The sweet taste was very soothing. The
cook glared at the apprentices and they got back to work, kneading dough, cutting up vegetables. Every
time she looked at them they smiled. She could no longer hear Paxe's voice. She leaned on the cutting
board. The kitchen warmth was delicious, like afeather quilt.

The door to the kitchen opened. Arre entered, followed by Paxe. She was sweaty from the Y ard. Sorren
guessed that Arre had told her. "It was Ricard?' she said. Lalith gasped. Everybody was watching her.
She lifted Sorren's face between her palms, and touched, with her lips, a bruise that Sorren had not even
realized was there. "Did he do that?"'

Arre had her hands on her hips. "l told you," she said. "He's too old to be hanging around here, begging
money off you, working only when he feelslike it. He needs to be responsible for something."

"He's still aboy," said Paxe.

Arre'ssilver bracelets jangled. "He's a spoiled brat."

"Do the guards have him?"

"No. He ran away from them. Send him to the grapefields, Paxe."

“I'll talk to him about it," Paxe said. Her hands moved caressingly on Sorren's shoulder.

"Don't talk to him!" Arre struck the counter with the flat of her hand. "Tell him, just tell him. You let
him do what he wants too much, and look what he does." She gestured at Sorren.

Sorren pictured Ricky in the grapefields. He was too lazy to be much use there. Thinking of him made
her fists clench. She never wanted to see him again.

"Y ou don't know anything about it," said Paxe angrily to Arre. "Y ou have no children."
"I can see what'sin front of my eyes," said Arre. "Some people can't.”

The scullions, even the cook, had stopped work, and were listening avidly. "l don't give you advice on
the Council," retorted Paxe. "Don't give me advice on my son."

The quarrel proceeded over Sorren's head. The noise made her head ache. The heat of the kitchen had
turned stifling. She felt suffocated. Her back hurt, her elbow hurt. She had lost the shell Kadra had given
her; she had used Arre's money to buy wine for adrunk.... She shifted on the stool. Her throat hurt. Her
eyes stung.
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Like ababy, she burst into tears.
The quarrel stopped. Paxe put both arms around her. They went upstairs, to Sorren's bedroom, and
Sorren curled on the bed and cried. Paxe sat beside her, stroking her, her fingers gentle. After awhile,
Sorren stopped crying. Her body felt heavy and stiff, asit did on the days of the month when she bled. "I
fed silly," shesaid. "I'm sleepy.”
Paxe kissed her mouth. "You're not silly." She stroked Sorren's hair back from her face. "Rest. Y ou'll
feel better later." She rose. Sorren started to call out to her, to tell her that she had torn Ricard's shirt, but
the Y ardmaster was already through the door. Sighing, Sorren pillowed her head on the arm that did not
ache.
Arre's door was open; Paxe knocked on it anyway.
Arre knew the knock. "Comein," she called.
Paxe walked in.
"Issheall right?' Arre asked.
"She's slegping.” The Y ardmaster's tone of voice said, _Don't talk about it.

Arre said gently, "She'll heal. Children heal fast, and she's still a child in some ways. She's not that much
older than Ricard."

Paxe said, "She's alot older than Ricard," and Arre could hear her frustration and anger in the way she
said her errant son's name.

Holding her hand out, she said, "Please don't fight with me, Paxe. I'm sorry | pushed you. Do whatever
you think best with Ricky."

Paxe nodded. "I shall." She sat on the rosewood stool. Her size made the furnishings of the room look
small. Picking up the stone figurine on the table, she ran her fingers over it. "What's this supposed to
be?' she said.

"A sed."

"It lookslike abear." She set it down. "Arre, | didn't come to talk about Ricky, or Sorren." Her face was
stern, her back straight as a board. Arre leaned back on her bed pillows, fingering the tassels of the
cover, as Paxe talked about walking into the Y ard one morning after her rounds, and finding her guards
looking at a sword.

Her hands sliced the air as she described the swordplay: forgetting that Arre had never used the weapon
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in her life, she told about taking the blade apart and what it told her. She was slim and tough as she had
been thirteen years back, only her eyes and her hands had aged, and Arre stayed very still in her nest of
cushions, feeling the old pull risein her blood. If only, she thought, if only, if we could have stayed
together -- but it wastoo late for regrets. She listened intently as Paxe described her visit to the Ismenin
Y ard, and what she found there.

When Paxe mentioned the lines of soldiers with wooden swords, Arre felt a shiver down her back. No
Y ard taught the sword art. It was forbidden. "How has Ron Ismenin persuaded his soldiers to break the
Ban?' she said. "l should think they would be terrified to touch even wooden weapons."

Paxe explained what Dobrin had said to her about the Ban and about the witches. Her voice was
strained; it was evident that Dobrin's conversation had upset her. Arre nodded. It made senseto _her_;
but then, she had never believed in the chea. She knew where the Ban had come from. It had been
devised by the Council with the connivance of the White Clan to break the power of the Red Clan,
which had grown much too strong for the Council's taste; and also, to end the drain on the city treasury
which the metal trade was making. The demand for weaponry meant that athird of the city's funds were
siphoned off to pay for metal and finished steel, and all that money went north, out of the hands of the
city's rulers and merchants, to Tezera. The White Clan had supported it because it served their interests
to dam the Red Clan's power.

Arre's grandmother, Tabitha Med, had helped create the Ban. By the time her granddaughter was born,
there were no more chearis in the city. And now we have Isak, Arre thought, my dear, manipulative
brother. | wonder how he managed to ensnare Cha Minto....

Paxe's voice broke sharply into her ruminations. "Arre, are you even hearing me?"

"I heard every word," Arre said firmly.

"Was Dobrin telling me the truth?"

"About what?"

"About the short sword not being included in the Ban."

“I'm sure of it," said Arre. "l have a copy of the Ban in my study, we could look at it, but | doubt it's
necessary. A lie would be too easy to disprove."

Excited, she did from the bed and walked to the window. The Ismenin family owned mines. It would be
to their advantage if the Ban were to be lifted, or if they could arrange away around it. When is a sword
not a sword? she thought, and answered, when it's a short sword. Kendra-on-the-Delta was the largest
concentrated market in the land of Arun, and what better things would there be to make with metal ?

A thought struck her. She said, "When did this happen, Paxe?’
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"Four days ago," said Paxe.
_"Four_ days ago? Before the Council meeting?' Paxe nodded. "Why did you wait so long to tell me?’
Paxe looked at her hands. "I needed to think about it."

"Y ou should have told me! It's my job to think, not yours. If | had known this at the Council meeting --
What difference would it have made? she thought. No real difference. "Isit common knowledge in the
city that the Ismeninas are teaching the short sword?’

Paxe shook her head. "No. They have aguard at the Y ard gate, keeping everyone not wearing |smenin
colors out. Dobrin told the guards not to talk about it."

"Y ou saw no real weapons."

"None, and Dobrin was very clear about that: the possession of live blades is forbidden to his soldiers.”
"Lyrith had one."

"Lyrith got awhipping."

"But why train with wooden blades if you do not eventually plan to use real ones?' said Arre.

| wonder if the White Clan knows about this, she thought. They must not. Someone would have to tell
them, and she did not think they would be pleased. She tried to imagine what the |smeninas were doing.
They might be hoping to stimulate a black-market trade. But that would be easy to stop; the first few
people found with swords would lose their right hands, and the rest would get frightened. "What do you

think the Ismeninas are doing?' she said to Paxe.

Paxe said, "l don't know. | know it's dangerous.” She stroked the sculpture, holding it between her big
pamsasif it were aive.

Arre snorted. "Of courseit's dangerous!”
"What will you do?" said Paxe.

"Me? There's nothing | can do. For one thing -- " she walked back to the bed and sat -- "there's nothing
in the Ban or in the Council ordinances to forbid the possession of wooden short swords."

Paxe frowned. "Y ou can kill with awooden sword, if you know how," she said.

"Canyou?' said Arre. "l didn't know that."
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Could the Ismeninas be training a private army? Stranger things had happened. But there had been no
armiesin Arun for eighty years, and anyway she could not imagine what Ron Ismenin would get with a
private army that he could not get by spending alittle money. She sighed. "I must talk to the Council,"
she said, meaning Marti Hok. Suddenly, she felt weary; hunger for something sweet gnawed her belly.
She leaned on her cushions. Lines, a pattern of alliance, splayed through her thought. The Council ruled
the city, but power existed beyond the formality of Council laws. She felt asif she, the Council, were
being manipulated -- by whom? Cha Minto? Bah. Isak? The |smeninas?

"What should | do?' said Paxe.
She had almost forgotten Paxe was there.
She wanted to do something which would bother the Ismeninas. "Can _you_ teach the sword?"

"Yes," said Paxe. "l could. | can have a carpenter make wooden swords, _sgjis, _ and bring them to the
Yard."

"Do s0."
"Why?" Paxe sounded troubled.

Arre smiled at her. "Because the Ismeninas will not expect that. Do it, Paxe. There will be no trouble,
unless and until the Council bans the short sword."

"Very well," Paxe rose fluidly. She put the stone animal down on the lacquered table, and quietly walked
out.

Arre reached from the bed. Picking up the stone thing -- perhapsit was a bear, after all -- she petted it,
fingers finding the crevices and hollows that Paxe's warm hands had touched. She had bought the thing
from an Asech peddler, years ago. She turned the figure in her palms, trying to remember the day. She
had lived in this city, in this house, in this room, for eighteen years. She sniffed the house smell, a
mixture of flower scents, food scents, human scents. She put the figure on the table. Sighing, she slipped
to her knees and laid her cheek on the rosewood stool, trying to smell Paxe's scent through the scent of
the wood. Foolish. She stood up. Her knees creaked. She was too old, to be feeling what she felt.

Was she jealous of Paxe and Sorren? A little, she thought. Pacing to the window, she unlatched the silk
and paper screen and dlid it back. Houses, streets, shops spread out before her like atapestry. She
watched a hawk wing north along the river, recalling afternoons when she had strolled along the river
bank watching the barges pole downstream, with Paxe's arm around her shoulders.

Those had been happy years. She had been learning her trade, rulership; Paxe had been second-in-
command of the guard. And Isak -- Isak had been in Shanan, studying the dance. _Did_Isak know
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about the swords? she thought. He was Ron Ismenin's friend; he had to know. Of course, he would not
tell her. She was his sister, whom he hated, and wanted to supplant or, at least, to equal. An image filled
her gaze for amoment, of a boy, dark and thin and graceful as a cat, with brilliant dark eyes, crowing
with delight as she tossed him in the air, hislong hair swirling in the breeze. "Re," he had called her.
"Re, wait. Re, can | come with you? Re, | want to sit with you -- " She had adored him, as had her
mother and everyone who met him. When had his delight changed to jealousy? She could not remember,
save that it must have happened early. At seven and eight, he had been sullen in her presence and lavish
with attention to his mother, asif he thought loving would somehow change the fact that he was the
younger of them, and not the heir. He had wept for Shana Med. Arre closed the window. But then he had
gone to study with Meredith, and when he came back from Shanan he was brittle, hard as the surface of
achobata, and inaccessible, to Arre at least, asif he lived in the depths of a cave.

* % % %

It was well into the dinner hour when Sorren came from her room.

The lamplighters were calling their high-pitched signals to each other down the winding streets. On
nights she had no guests -- which was most nights -- it was Arre's custom to eat her evening meal in
her bedroom. She was lingering over dessert when Sorren came in. The scrape on the girl's forehead was

puffy and red. "Sit down," said Arre, ringing her bell for Lalith. "Did you put comfry on that bruise?'

"Yes." Sorren sat on the stool. Lalith entered, and Arre ordered her to bring a second plate of food. "I'm
not hungry."

"Nonsense," said Arre. "Y ou ought to be, after sleeping all day and fighting al morning."

Sorren touched the edges of the bruise with her fingers. Arretold herself that it looked worse than it
really was. She herself bruised easily; the tiniest cuts took forever to heal. Sorren's skin was white, and
all marks showed up strongly on it. She did look like a northerner; it was her coloring that had first
drawn Arre's eyes to her, years ago in the vineyards. her hair the color of sunshine, and her eyes, which
were blue as the trumpet-flowers which grew up the grapevines. When | was alittle girl, Arre thought, |
wanted to look like that.

Sorren said, "I didn't mean to sleep so long."

Arre smiled at her. "I'm not scolding you, child."

“I'm not achild." Thetall girl's back went as tiff as Paxe's could get.

"I know, | know," said Arre gently. But she looked younger than seventeen, with her hair tousled from
the pillow and her white eyelids heavy. "How do you feel ?'

“I'm al right."
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Lalith brought the food in. Sorren took the plate on her knees. She picked up a piece of ham. "I guess|
am hungry," she admitted. She glanced up shyly through her lashes. "Maybe it'sthe sea air. | was down
by the docks when Ricard -- saw me."

"Oh?'

"I was watching the ship; the one Isaras and Jalaras are building to go south."

Arre nodded. Edith Isara had told her about the ship, half mocking her own investment. "It will probably
sink and never be heard from again," she had said. "But who knows; it might come back with interesting
news of other lands, strange places where gold and silver pour out of the very soil and jewels grow on
trees.”

"But | thought you wanted to go north," Arre said.

She meant it teasingly, but Sorren blushed. "I do," she said. "A -- afriend was showing me the ship."
Arrelicked her spoon. She said, "l don't blame you, for fighting with Ricard."

"I didn't want to!" Sorren said. "He made me!"

"I expect he did."

"What will happen when he comes home?”

"That's up to Paxe," said Arre, thinking, | hope she has the sense to send the young lout to the vineyards.
Looking at Sorren now, she saw atall, golden-skinned girl who, she thought angrily, was worth two of
Ricard.

Softly she asked, "Are you too bruised to drum?"

Sorren looked shocked. "Of course not!"

Good, thought Arre. She hesitated, considering her words. "When are you going to Isak's to practice?
Thickly, through a second piece of ham, Sorren said, "In aweek. If | may."

"You may," Arresaid. "l want you to do something for me when you go to Isak's." She did not like using
Sorren, but there was no other method she could use to find out what she needed to know. Isak talked to
Sorren -- not freely perhaps, but with less calculation than he talked with anyone else. "Tell Isak, if you

can, that you have seen Paxe with anew thing in the Yard -- ashort sword. Ask him about it, and see
what he says."
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Sorren ate another strip of ham. The light from the chobata gleamed steadily on the fine smooth grain of
her skin. She's lovely, Arre thought, with a pang, lovely as | never was, even when young.

"Does shereally have asword?' said Sorren. "l thought it was forbidden."

"It may be. We will see," said Arre. She wondered how much Isak would read in Sorren's manner. She
was not, by nature, deceptive.

"What if he asks me where she got it?"
"Tell him the truth; you don't know."
"What if he asks me why | am asking him?"

Arre smiled. "You know Isak, child. Tell him, because he knows _everything_ that happensin the city."

Chapter Six
When Paxe woke in the morning, her bed was stained with blood.

Swearing, she leaped from the mattress and stripped it of its covering. It was not her time to bleed. She
dumped covering and quiltsin a heap on the floor and went to the basin to wipe her thighs and legs
clean. Opening the chest at the foot of the bed, she took out her sponge, and, crouching, inserted it. Her
back twinged. Scowling, she dressed, and stamped downstairs with the soiled linen in her arms. Against
the waistband of her pants, she felt her belly's bloat.

It was cool out. Eastward, the sun touched the river, and the clouds caught the reflection so that they
gleamed with the light. Paxe dumped the linensin the laundry. Her time had come early because she was
worried, about Sorren, about Arre, about the city, and, most of all, about her son.

She wondered where he was. He had not come home; she hadn't expected him to; he was probably
working up his courage to face her. Arre was right, she thought, | have been too soft with him. But after
losing two, she had hugged the third to her, too tightly. She left the laundry. A boy wearing a Hok bond
bracelet was coming up the walk. Paxe watched the gate guard speak to him, nod, and then open the gate.

She did her morning exercises with extravigor. By the time the sun cleared the city's lower roofs, she
was sweating. Guards wandered into the Y ard, greeting her quietly. Kaleb was late. Wondering where he
was, Paxe watched her soldiers pair for practice. Seth camein. "Good morning, Y ardmaster,” he said.
His voice was sullen. As punishment for having brought the sword into the Y ard, Paxe had set him to
cleaning al the weapons in the weapons shed, and the hair on his hands and forearms was matted with
grease.
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The guards squared off for pike drill. She watched them thrust and turn. Kaleb came in, moving so
silently that only his shadow slanting on the hard dirt told her he was there.

"Good morning," he said.

"Good morning. How went the night?"

"More fighting on the docks."

She shook her head. "How bad was it?"

"Bad." Rough-voiced with fatigue, he recited the tally: seven guards hurt, one stabbed in the stomach
with afisherman's dirk, two with scalp wounds from blows from a ship's spike. "They're in the Tanjo.
The Hedlers say the stabbed one will recover, but one of the men with head wounds may not see again.

Correo-no-Samanthais furious."

Correo was the Jalar Y ardmaster. "1 should think so," Paxe said. She shuddered. If those had been her
soldiers.... "Were the Ismenin brothersin it this time, too?'

Kaleb shrugged with his hands. "I don't know. The people caught by the Jalar guards were reluctant to

"I'll bet they were," Paxe said. "Y ou think they were paid?’
"It would need a Truthfinder to say that."

"It may cometo that," Paxe said. She cocked her head to one side, surveying Kaleb's dark, seamed face.
"Y ou look worn out, my friend."

"I am," said Kaleb bluntly. The admission was unlike him, and it surprised her.

"Are you going home?"' she asked.

"Yes." Kaleb lived west of the hill, in a cottage near the Northwest Gate.

"I'll walk you home. | have something to tell you."

They strolled from the hill. Already the streets near the Gate were crammed with carts. The scent of
trumpet-vines floated in the morning breeze, overlaid with the harsher smells of spice and fish and

human labor. In the vineyards, Paxe remembered, trumpet-vines grew up the grapevines, so that at
harvest it looked asif the grapes themselves bloomed with bright blue flowers.
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She told Kaleb about Seth, the sword, her visit with Dobrin, and Arre's orders. He listened, one ear
cocked toward her, walking with the peculiar gliding gait of one trained to walk on sand. "What do you
think?" she asked him.

He made a soft sucking sound through his teeth. "What can | say? The Asech elders have never
forbidden us weapons. But we respect the knowledge of the White Clan, and within the city, all
desertfolk honor the Ban."

"Then you think | should not teach the sword?"

He shook hishead -- alearned gesture. The Asech did not do it. "Arre Med isa Councillor. She must
have good reason for her order."

"Ye-e-e-s," said Paxe. They had reached the cottage. "The news from the docks will not please her."
"There should be no more such news," said Kaleb. "Correo is doubling the guard.”

"Very wise," said Paxe. She raised ahand. "l shall leave you here, my friend. Sleep well."

Kaleb caught her hands. "I heard about Ricard," he said gently.

Paxe did not ask him how. He had his own sources of information.

"Have you seen him?"' she said.

He shook his head. "No. But don't worry about him, Paxe. He comes of good stock. There's no malicein
him."

To her astonishment, Paxe felt her eyesfill with tears. "Yes," she said. "Well, if you see him, tell him to
come home."

* * % *

Perrit the carpenter worked in the Hok district, across the city from the Med district, nearly an hour's
walk. The sun, bowling swiftly up over the horizon, was beginning to heat the cobblestones. Paxe
decided to break her routine and walk east. Her stomach rumbled, and she remembered she had not
eaten. A boy strolled near, carrying a basket of cherries, and she hailed him. "What's your price?"

“I'm not selling, Yardmaster," he said, eyes flicking nervously from side to side. "I'm taking them to my
gran; | bought them at Seri's stall, it's that way, two blocks down -- "

Paxe lifted a hand to halt his chatter. "All right, all right. Go on." She turned down the Street of the
Carders and crossed the line into the Minto district. At astall near the Tanjo, she bought fish cakes; she
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talked awhile with the vendor, and managed to wheedle him out of a glass of wine.
He told her all about the fight on the docks. "Forty people hurt!" he said, with relish and horror.
"Seven," she said. "Only seven."

He seemed disappointed. She listened, as she walked, to the conversations of the passersby. They talked
about the fights, and about the approaching Harvest Festival. Three timesin the Minto district Paxe saw
old men bending over straw patterns cast in the street. The patterns were thought to be able to tell the
future. Fortunetelling was ni‘chea; the White Clan had declared it so years back, but whenever events
grew uncertain in the city, the strawcasters appeared.

The market seemed more crowded than usual, and dirtier, asif the street-sweepers had not been
working. The heavenweed smell was thick. Once, at a busy street corner, Paxe thought she glimpsed her
son. But when she reached the spot she thought he'd been, there was no one there who even looked like
him.

A beggar brushed against her, whining, and she snarled at him. He backed away. Paxe tried to remember
when the beggars had come. Most of them were fakes, and all were pickpockets. She strolled past the
Hok Y ard with her head cocked, half listening for acount ("One -- two -- three -- four!") but heard
only the usual grunts, thumps, and shuffling. The district guards, wearing the blue and white Hok
badges, bowed to her.

When she entered the shop in Carpenters Row, Perrit was busy, bending over a piece of wood locked in
avise. She knew better than to disturb him. She leaned against the wall, just within the doorway, till one
of his apprentices saw her and scurried to find a stool for her. She watched Perrit's hands work a gouge.
The room smelled of cut wood and turpentine. Planks, all shapes, all kinds, all colors, were stacked
everywhere.

Perrit put the gouge down and drew the wood from the vise. "Good day," Paxe said.

Perrit nodded. He was dark-skinned as she, white-haired, old, but his shoulders were like the oak he
worked with. "Y ar'master Paxe," he said, slurring over the sounds he could not say. His front three upper
teeth were rotted from hisjaw. "What we 'o 'or you?"

Because the city guards occasionally had to cope with drunken sailors or drunken countryfolk carrying
smuggled weapons, Paxe taught her guards knife counters. For this training she used carved white oak
blades, called _nijis . Perrit's workshop supplied them to her and to two other Y ards.

Paxe leaned forward, resting elbows on knees. "I need some training equipment.”

Surprise danced over hisdark face. "Y ou shou'na.”
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Paxe chose her approach with care. "Perrit, does your memory go back before the Ban?"

Two boys marched by, with lengths of red cedar balanced on their shoulders. Grains of sawdust clung to
their hair and clothes. Perrit said, "It 'oes. | was boy o' t'irteen when it was make. Why?"

"Y ou're almost the only woodcarver | can think of in the city who might remember how to carve sgjis.”
The old man rubbed his beardless chin. "T'ere be ot'ers,” he said. "Y ou nee' some?"

He sounded neither shocked nor surprised. Paxe wanted to ask him which of his compatriots had made
Dobrin's sgis, but she knew he would not tell her. "I need some. Say, twenty."

He nodded. "I make."

"Do it yourself," she said. "Deliver them yourself, too."

He grunted. "l ‘on't nee' you to tell me t'at. When you want?"

"How long will it take you?"'

He calculated, staring into space. "T'ree week."

"That's time enough,” Paxe said. "Y ou'll find the Med response will be -- generous.”

As she |eft the shop, her back twinged. She walked through the Isara district with her lower spine
pulsing at every step. At the Tanjo gate, she stopped. Orilys bowed. "Y ardmaster."

"How isit?
"Quiet as ever."

Nothing stirred on the immacul ate pavement. The acolytes kept the stones well-swept. On impulse, Paxe
gestured. "Let me through." Smiling, Orilys pulled the iron gate back.

It was dark in the red stone building. Slowly, Paxe's eyes adjusted to the dimness. When she could see,
she put her palms together and bowed. The floor was tiled with blue and silver squares. The walls were
bare of ornament. Light came from dlitsin the dome, and from the silver-filigreed lamps which hung
overhead, affixed to the sloping wall by long chains and hooks. A soft warbling bespoke the presence of
birds. Paxe stepped forward, and slipped off her sandals. The tiles were cold. She folded her arms across
her breasts, and lifted her face upward, staring at the white pillar in the center of the room.

The stone was polished, toward the base, by the sweat and oil of fingers. The image of the Guardian,
everyone knew, was only that, an image of athing which did not exist -- for the Guardian was not a
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real being, but itself a symbol of that mightier reality which scholars named the chea. But in the charged,
heavy stillness, it was easy to forget that the Guardian was a symbol and its statue was only a piece of
graven stone. _O Guardian,_ said the people of the city; May the Guardian smile upon you, they
called to one another. They kept statues of it in their homes, to which they bowed. Once, Paxe recalled,
she too had come here, weeping for her children. She looked at the changeless, ageless alabaster. It was
easy to seeit asreal, a being, stronger than she, wiser than she, not woman, not man, birthless and
deathless, without the strains and scars that mark the passage of even the most fortunate of human lives.

Closing her eyes, Paxe said a brief, silent prayer into the secretive darkness, that no harm would come,
through her, to the folk of the city she loved.

* * % *

As she reached the border of her district, Paxe began to feel uneasy. She knew better than to look openly
around; instead, she slowed, turned into afew alleys, and then doubled back. Softly she dlid into a
shadowed doorway to wait. In amoment, her sharp ears caught the patter of bare feet over stone. A
small figure with a basket was coming through the alley she had just | eft.

She grabbed him. "Taking them to your gran? Y ou little liar!" She cuffed him, hard enough to sting. The
basket dlipped from his hands and fell unheeded to the street. He twisted in her grip. Paxe closed her
hand over histhin arm. "Stand still!" She shook him. "Y ou were following me."

Ragged and dark-skinned, like a hundred other denizens of the street, he glared at her.

"What's your name?"' she demanded. "Where do you live?

He shook his head, asif daring her to question him more hurtfully.

Paxe scowled. Then, struck by a sudden idea, she seized him by an arm and aleg and swung him upside
down. Heyelled; two coins, one dull and heavy, one bright, fell from his pockets. The bronze piece
skipped twice and fell in the gutter. Paxe put her foot quickly over the bright carved bone.

"That's mine!" said the boy. She set him down, and he scrambled for the bronze piece.

"Tell mewho gave it to you and you may have the bone," Paxe said. The child's lower lip began to
tremble. "Crying won't help."

The threatened tears receded. "I don't know his name," said the boy.
"I don't believe you," Paxe said.

"I don't!" His eyes watched her shrewdly. "He has red hair, though."
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There are alot of redheadsin this city."
"He has three brothers, and they al have red hair, too."
Grinning, Paxe took her foot off the bone. "Unless you want a beating," she said, "don't tell him | caught
you." She stepped back. Swift as a striking snake, the boy plucked the trey from the road and raced for
the alley.
Forgoing rounds, Paxe went directly to the Med house. She went in the kitchen entrance. Toli was
kneading dough on a bread board, singing a popular song. Lalith was shelling shrimps, and the
translucent pink shells were scattered over the kitchen steps.

“IsArrein her study?' Paxe asked.

Lalith put the shrimp bowl down, and wiped her hands on her apron. "Yes, Y ardmaster, do you want me
to announce you?"

Paxe smiled at the girl. "No, don't bother." She hurried through the long kitchen. The oven wasllit, and
the heat made her cheeks prickle with sweat.

In the study, Arre was seated in her chair. A piece of paper lay in her lap; it was cream-colored, thick as
calfskin, and sealed with adollop of red wax. The seal was imprinted with the Med house's triangul ar
seal. "Good morning," Paxe said.

"Good morning," said Arre.

Paxe sat on the stool. She could not help looking at the letter; it made an imposing packet on Arre's
knees. She could not quite see the superscription. "What's that?"

Arreflicked the paper with one finger. "A letter to the Tanjo. From me," she added.
Paxe was surprised. Arre, she knew, had little use for the White Clan. "About the swords?' she said.

"About the swords," Arre confirmed. "The witchfolk need to know what the | smeninas are doing.
Whatever action the Council chooses to take about the swords will need the White Clan's approval .”

"To whom will you send it?" Paxe said.
"To Jerrin-no-Dovriai Elath," Arre said, rolling the name on her tongue.
Jerrin-no-Dovriai ElathwasL'hel -- chief -- of Kendra-on-the-Delta's Council of Witches. Paxe

remembered him from Festival ceremonies; a stocky man, with powerful shoulders and cornsilk hair.
Three years ago, he had presided over Spring Festival. That year Ricky turned twelve, and Paxe brought
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him to the Tanjo for the Ceremony of Recognition. Paxe, like most who grew up outside the city, had
never seen the ceremony; the witchfolk had created it to replace the tradition which had once been the
mark of passage toward adulthood, the giving of the knife. In the ceremony, the twelve-year-olds were
each presented to the L'hel, who brought them solemnly before the Guardian. Her impression of him
then had been favorable; he had seemed both confident and gentle. Good, Paxe thought. He should
know what to say to the Ismeninas.

She recalled Dobrin's impassioned speech about the witchfolk. "...Whatever their powers, they are only
human...."

"You aren't pleased?"' Arre said. "Y ou're scowling. | thought you'd be pleased.” The sardonic note that
crept out whenever she spoke of the witchfolk infused her voice.

"I'm pleased," Paxe said.
Arre frowned. "I hope | won't have to go to the Tanjo."

Paxe decided to change the subject. "There was trouble on the docks last night. Seven hurt. It may have
been instigated by the Ismeninas.”

Arre said, "Ron had better do something about those brothers of his!" Then she stretched, and her voice
turned wry. "I'm afine one to talk."

"Isak doesn't fight," said Paxe.

"I'd be happier if hedid, at least I'd know what he's doing. He livesin his house, he dances, he visits, he
does no work -- what does he do with his mind?' Her voice rose in exasperation.

Paxe thought, She sounds like me, worrying about Ricard. She was sick of worrying about her son. "I
went to Carpenters Row, and ordered twenty sgjis, as you said to."

"Excellent."

"Arre-- " Paxe hunted words. "If swords are returned to the city, more people could be hurt than seven.
A sword isdeadlier than a stick or aknife."

Arre spread her hands. "Have | said | want swords returned to the city? | have not."
"Then why order sgjis?’
"Because it makes political sense," Arre said. "The Ismeninas have them."

Paxe shook her head. Politics were not her concern. "I was followed to the carpenter's,” she said.
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"By whom?"
"A child. | trapped him in an alley, and he admitted the |smeninas had set him at my heels.”

Arre snorted. "ldiots! Did they think you would not notice afollower?' She scratched her chin. "That's
interesting, though, that they feel they must know where you go and who you see.”

"Do you want me to chase him away?"

Arre pursed her lips. "No. Let him hang about. Let the |smeninas think we are both stupid.” She lifted
the sealed letter from her lap. There was a second letter beneath it, smaller, open. "Is Sorren back yet?'

"She's not in the kitchen," Paxe said.

Arre tapped the second letter. "Marti sent an invitation to Sorren to visit her. She was quite taken with
her."

"Sorren told me."

"Marti wantsto tell her stories, al about the Keeps in the north. The other evening, Sorren asked me
what a Keep was."

"Did you tell her?' Paxe said.
"| told her."

Paxe wondered if Sorren had told Arre about her visions. " She has dreams about the north," she said.
" She wants to go there when her time of service ends.”

Arre said, "Children have all kinds of strange ambitions. She'll get over it."
Paxe shook her head. "l don't think so."
There was asmall silence. Arre broke it. "Has Ricard come home yet?"

Paxe looked at her hands. "No." A brittle buzz filled the room, as a fly swooped from the window and
circled their heads.

Arre said gently, "I'm sorry if | talked out of turn.”

Paxe knew she was referring to their arguments about Ricard. "Y ou didn't,” she said wearily. "What you
said was correct; | have spoiled him." The ugly word seemed ominous.
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Arre said firmly, "Paxe, don't trouble yourself so. He'll come back."

"I hope s0," Paxe said.

D

Sorren was troubled.

She had found her way back to the slipway, this time without assistance. It had taken her awhile; the fog
was in. It swallowed the fishing boats, leaving them blind, and the docks resounded to the bellows of the

conches, as each boat sounded a separate tone to warn away its sisters.

Jeshim was gone from the docks; gone, she guessed, to seek a warmer place. But -- though she hunted
everywhere, even going down to the mud for alook beneath the boardwalk -- there was no sign of the

ghya

She went up on the boardwalk again. The Jalar guards were standing on the end. She walked toward
them.

The wind blew scraps of their conversation toward her. " Stabbed," said one. "Stuck in the gut like apig.”
They broke off when they saw her coming toward them, and one of them reached for his spear.

The other one caught hisarm. "Looking for your friend?' he said.

“I'm looking for Kadra," Sorren said, standing well away from them. She was not feeling particularly
friendly to Jalar soldiers.

"Did you look under the walk?"'

"Y es. She's not there."

"You might ask at The Fish."

It was agood idea. "Thank you," Sorren said.

The tavern doors were closed against the chill, but when Sorren pushed them, they opened. The woman
in the leather apron came from the kitchen. Her hands were soapy. "What isit?' she said.

“I'm looking for Kadra," said Sorren.

"Huh," said the woman. "That one. Try the street." She went back to the rear of the inn.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...%6200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20N orthern%20Girl .txt (82 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:13



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

Sorren scowled after her. That's no help, she thought. She went outside again. Then, because she had
been taught to take commands literally when they did not make sense any other way, she walked around
theinn.

The rear door was open; from it she could hear the banging of pots and a woman's voice, swearing. On
the east wall of the half-timbered building, a bundle of rags caught her attention. They looked familiar.
She approached them. They moved. She knelt. "Hey," she said. She poked the cloth. The long bundle
groaned, and an eye glared at her from the flapping fold of a hood.

"G'way," said avoice.

It was Kadra.

Sorren turned back the cloak. The ghya's face was bruised on one side. Her |eft lower jaw looked
swollen. Her clothes seemed surprisingly clean, but the space around her stank of stale wine and vomit.

"Can | help you?' Sorren asked.

"Get away from me," mumbled the ghya. She moved her mouth asif it hurt her. With a shaking hand,
shetried to pull the hood of the cloak back over her head.

"Y ou don't want to do that," said Sorren. "Do you need to be sick?" She pushed the cloak from Kadra's
head.

"No!" Kadra said. She pushed upright. "I need to wash." Her voice had gotten strong. "Since you won't
go away, help me stand." Sorren stood and held out a hand. Kadra grabbed it and hauled herself up,
using the wall as well. "Guardian, my head." She tugged her clothes into some pretense of order. "Wait
here," she said. She went toward the rear door of the inn, weaving alittle. "Norres!"

A shriek answered her. It seemed to mean something. She staggered through the doorway. Sorren
glanced around at the ghya's resting place. It was bare of all comfort; the only good thing about it was
that it was protected by the surrounding buildings from the wind.

After awhile, Kadra emerged from the inn. Her hair was dripping wet. With more steadiness, she
walked to Sorren. "Y ou're persistent,” she said. "How did you know where to find me?"

"That woman told me," Sorren said, pointing at the inn's back door.
"She would. What do you want?"
Sorren said, "Y ou said you'd teach me how to go north."

"Chea, so | did. Does that make you my keeper?' She hunkered down with her back to the brick and
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timber wall.
Her left lower jaw was definitely swollen. "Were you in afight?' Sorren asked.

"There was some nonsense on the docks last night," said the ghya. "I got trapped in someone else's
quarrel."

A cart rumbled along a street on its way from a warehouse to the docks. Sorren said, "If you don't want
me to come here, | won't. But | need to know where to meet you, and when. | can come in the mornings,
after | finish shopping, but | can't come every day or someone will notice."

More carts followed the first one. Absently Kadra said, "They must be unloading a ship." She rubbed her
eyes. "You're serious about this, aren't you? You've got it all worked out. Where did you get that scrape?"

For amoment, Sorren had no idea what the ghya meant. Then she remembered the bruise on her
forehead. "It's nothing," she said. "A scuffle.”

"Did you win?"

"l didn't lose."

"Do you know anything about fighting?"'

Sorren shook her head. Servants did not learn such things. "I'm strong," she said.

"Strength isn't enough," said the ghya. " Can you hunt? Can you use a spear or aknife?"

Sorren shook her head.

"You'll need hunting skills when you go north," said Kadra, "and away to protect yourself. The folk of
Galbareth will leave you alone, but after Lake Aruna, the roads get wild. It's not the kindest country for a

solitary traveler."

"I just want to know how to get there," Sorren said, trying not to sound impatient. It was growing near to
noon, and she did not want Arre to need her and notice her absence.

"It would help if you had amap," said Kadra.

Sorren had never seen a map. She knew what it would show her: the land, Arun, made small enough to
fit upon a piece of parchment. She wondered if it would be possible for her to get one.

"Y ou know where Plum Street is?' said Kadra.
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"l can find it," Sorren said.

"It'sin the Batto district. An aunt of mine has a house there; | stay there sometimes. I'll meet you there
next week, three hours after sunrise.”

“What day?"

"Fourth day. She goes to the baths the fourth day of every week, in the morning, and stays there for two
hours."

"How will I know the house?"'
Kadrasaid, "Just ask for me. Ask anyone."

* * % *

She was hurrying up the hill when avoice hissed at her from a doorway. "Sorren." She looked around,
annoyed at being stopped. Was it Jeshim, chasing her? A shadow stretched across the street. " Sorren!"

It was Ricard. He was standing under a kava fruit tree. He looked exhausted, and worried, and young.
"Please," he said.

She walked to where he would not have to shout at her. "What?"'

"Sorren, I'm sorry," he said. His voice was like a little boy's, wavering and high. She wondered if he
were doing it on purpose. His clothes were filthy, and his shirt was still torn. "I am. | was so high | went
alittle crazy. I'm not high now. | haven't had ataste of heavenweed since | ran away from the guards.”
It could be true. "What do you want?* Sorren said.

"Is my mother angry at me?"

"Probably," Sorren said. "We didn't talk about it."

"Areyou al right?' He looked anxioudly at the bruise on her forehead.

"Y ou couldn't hurt me," she said. "Ricky, I'm going to the house now. If you want to talk to me, come
along."

"I'm scared to go back," he said.

It was as honest an answer as she had ever heard from him. "Y ou'll have to, sooner or later," she said.
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With some surprise, she realized that she was no longer angry at him. "l think you should go back."
He shuffled hisfeet. "Can | go with you?' he said.

"I said you could." She wondered where he had last slept. He came out from under the tree. Carefully, he
fell into step with her. It was odd to be walking with him like this. "Where have you been?' she asked.

He hunched his shoulders. "Running around. Running away." He sighed. "At the docks."
"I'm surprised the Jalar guards didn't find you," she said.

"I was upriver. Hok district. | saw her -- my mother. | was hiding around the Hok Yard."
Sorren said, "It's not fair of you to trouble her. She has work to do."

He kicked a stone. "I don't mean to be atrouble. It just happens. I'm so stupid.”

She could not help saying, "Just what | was thinking myself." He glanced at her, and then away, and she
felt ashamed for teasing him. Their strides matched as they climbed the hill. "What are you going to

say?

"What can | say?' he asked.

She shrugged.

Asthey neared the Med Y ard, Sorren said, "She'll be busy now. She likes to teach, this time of day."

"I know," he said. His shoulders hunched again. "I suppose I'd better wait for her in the house."

"Yes," she said. She touched his sleeve. "Good luck."

He ducked his head. "Thanks." She wondered what Paxe would say to him. He was too big to beat. She
watched him go toward the cottage. Like a child, he dragged his feet, making shallow furrows over the

dusty ground.

Lalith was waiting for her in the rear courtyard. She had pink petals all over her spiky hair. Her black
eyes snapped with curiosity. "Wasn't that _Ricard? "

Sorren nodded.
"How could you talk to him after what he did?"

Sorren sighed. "It was easy. | just opened my mouth." Lalith giggled. "Where's Arre?"
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"In the parlor." They went into the house. Lalith went to the kitchen. Sorren went toward the parlor,
wondering if Arre had missed her. She hoped not. The door was open, and she went in without bothering
to knock, holding out her string of bontas.

Paxe was there.

Sorren immediately felt shy. She hated interrupting conversations, and she was never sure how to act
toward Paxe and Arre together. The last time she had seen them, they had fought. She took a step back,
thinking she could leave and return when their business was finished. Paxe turned and smiled at her.
"Comein," said Arre, "don't hover. Where have you been?’

From the slant of the sunlight across the wooden floor, Sorren knew it was late. " Shopping,” she said.

" Shopping keeps you later each morning,” said Arre, holding out her hand for the string of bontas.
Sorren dropped it into her palm.

"I met Ricky," she said.

Paxe turned on the stool. "Where?"

"On the way. He came back with me. He's at the cottage.”
Paxerose. "I'd like to talk with him," she said.

"Of course," said Arre. "Go on." Her bracelets jangled as she pointed at Sorren. "Y ou go clean up. Put
on afresh shirt. | want you to take a message for me."

"Where?' Sorren asked.
"Tothe Tanjo."

Sorren froze. Arre went on. "And tomorrow you can go and hear stories about the north. An invitation
arrived today for you from Marti Hok." She stopped, and then said, "Well? Aren't you pleased?"’

Sorren swallowed. She said, "I don't want to go to the Tanjo."

The room grew very quiet. In the stillness, the shouts of the guardsin the Y ard came clearly through the
open windows. Sweat slicked Sorren's back. A hand brushed her from behind, and she jumped.

It was Paxe, still there.
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Arre said, "What do you mean, you don't want to go to the Tanjo?"

Sorren said, "l -- I'm afraid of them."

"Nonsense," said Arre. "Go clean up.”

Paxe said, "Arre, why don't you let me send a guard with the letter. It's more formal."
Arre scowled at her. "I thought you were going to talk to your son."”

"I am." Paxe didn't move. The older women looked at each other.

Arre sighed. "All right. Send a guard." Paxe's hand withdrew from Sorren's hip, and she left the
chamber. Sorren bit her lip and waited for Arreto ask her why she feared the witchfolk.

But Arre ssimply said, "What are you standing here for? Have you no work to do?" She flapped ahand in
dismissal. Sorren left the room asif her feet had wings. Later, when she was sure that Arre was not
annoyed at her, she would ask about the invitation from Marti Hok. She wondered what she should wear.

As she ran through the kitchen, Toll said, "What are you so happy for?'
"Tell you later," she called over her shoulder. She ran to the cottage, to thank Paxe for her intervention.

But the cottage door was emphatically closed.

* * % *

The weather changed that evening. The wind, whipping out of the south, brought the fog streaming up
the city streetsin long feathery strings. At sunset, the trees were tossing as they did during the autumn
rainstorms. Cold weather put the cook in high spirits; he sang as he worked. Lalith, for reasons of her
own, set aplace at thetable in the big parlor. Sorren lit the chobatas and went to tell Arre that dinner
was ready. The cook had outdone himself; he had made turtle eggs and baked shrimp and yellow apples
in honey.

Arre stared at the display of dishes. "What's thisfor?' she said.

"Helikesit when it isn't hot," explained Sorren.

She had gone twice more to the cottage, but the door had been closed each time. She watched Arre edt,
thinking of Marti Hok. When she brought the final dish from the kitchen, Ricard was standing in the

hallway. He had cleaned up; his hair was damp, and he wore clean clothes. Sorren guessed that he had
been at the baths. "What do you want?' she said.
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"I want to speak to _her .

“I'll ask." Sorren brought the dessert, afrothy delicacy of cream and sherbet, to Arre's place, and took
the cover off.

Arre smiled. "It looks wonderful."

"Ricard isin the hall. He wants to talk to you," Sorren said.

Arre picked up her spoon. "Have him comein,” she said.

Sorren beckoned Ricky in. He sidled past her asif he were afraid or ashamed to touch her, and she
wondered what Paxe had said to him. He looked chastened. Standing at the foot of the table, he cleared
his throat and said, "Thank you for permitting me to disturb you, Lady." It was the first formal speech
Sorren had ever heard him make.

Arre ate some sherbet. "Y ou have something to say to me?' she said. "Go on."

He wet hislips. "l have been living in a house on your land, and eating in your kitchens, and living off
the money that you pay my mother for her work. The other day | did something very stupid." He glanced
at Sorren, and then away. "If | worked for you, and | did -- what | did -- then you could have me
fined, or beaten, or whatever. If | were achild, then | could be punished like a child, by my mother. |
can -- my mother says| can be achild or | can beaman.”

"Which do you want to be?' said Arre.

"Whichever keeps me out of trouble," Ricky said.

"Y ou should have thought of that before," said Arre.

"I know. | didn't think."

"Well? Think now. Which will you be?’

"Isthere achoice?' said Ricky. "I want to be aman."

Arre nodded. "Y our mother asked you this."

"Yes."

"What did you tell her?"

"What | just told you."
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"What did she say?"

Ricky wet hislipsagain. "She said | should come here, and tell you, and then do whatever you told me
to do."

"Very well," said Arre. She brandished her spoon. "l want you to go to the grapefields. Y ou can leave
tomorrow. | will write aletter for you to take with you. Y ou will bring it to Myra-no-lvrenia Med, and
you will do as she directs, even if it means working the fields." She paused. Ricard nodded. "Since it's
harvest, it probably will. You'll earn awage, like everyone else, and in six months, if you wish, you will
be permitted to leave the fields and return here, and we will see what happens then. Between now and
then, | want six months' uncomplaining work from you. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Lady."

"Good. Go say good-bye to your mother." She dipped her spoon into the sherbet. Ricard bowed, and | eft.
The chobata flickered in the draft as the door opened and shut.

"What do you think of that?' said Arre.
Sorren returned to her place by the hearth. "I think it will be good for him to have to work."

Arre scowled. "No doubt." She tapped her spoon on the plate. "But that's not what | meant. Will Paxe be
angry at me for sending him away?"'

Sorren considered it. It hadn't occurred to her that Paxe might want Ricky to go and still be angry. "
don't think so," she said. "_She_couldn't do it. That's why she sent him to you."

Chapter Seven

The following morning was chill and fair. Sorren rose early. Before anything else, she reached under her
pillow for the piece of paper from Marti Hok. Arre had given it to her the night before, admonishing her
not to loseit. Her fingers touched the thick paper and she grinned. It was still there.

She dressed in the clothes nearest to hand, and went to take Arre her hot water. The jug was waiting for
her. Shefilled it from the pipe, and then lugged it up the stairs. Moving as quietly as possible, she
brought it into the bedroom, filled Arre's basin, and set the depleted jug beside the table. Arre kicked
under her quilt and murmured something, but did not wake.

In the kitchen, Sorren found Lalith chopping fish cakes. "Y ou have to do the shopping today," Sorren
said.
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"What?" Lalith's braids quivered. "Why?"'
"I'm going to Marti Hok's."
"Lady Fancy," jeered Toli. "There's soot on your shirt, are you going like that?'

Sorren made the moon sign at him. "No. Lalli, it's easy. Y ou know the shops; I've showed you. Tell the
clerks, and they'll have everything delivered."

"Do | need amoney string?' said Lalith.

"No. They can send the bill."

Toli said, "I'll go with you if you're scared to go alone."

Spine stiffening, the thirteen-year-old drew herself up. "I'm not scared. | can go."

Sorren went to the cottage. But it was empty, except for the cat. Thinking that Paxe might be in the
Y ard, she went to peer through the gate bars. Dis was showing a new guard how to counter a pike thrust.
Borti, thumbsin his belt, was rocking on his heels just within the gate.

He came out to talk to her. "Hey, Beanstalk." He winked. "Want aride?"

Sorren pretended to be insulted. "1'm looking for the Y ardmaster, and that's not my name, old man."
"Who're you calling an old man?’

"Y our mustaches are gray," she said, "and look at you. Y ou're getting fat."

He slapped his paunch. "That's all muscle, girl!"

"Huh." She tried to see around him into the Y ard.

"Sheisn'tin there."

"Y ou know where she is?"

" She made rounds early. | think -- " he tugged on his mustache -- "I think she went to the Gate to say
farewell to her son."

So Ricard wasreally going. "Thank you," Sorren said. She leaned forward and kissed Borti's cheek.
"Y ou're a nice man, you know?"
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She left him staring after her asif she had turned into afish. She went through the kitchen, past the
parlor. Elith caught her at the foot of the stairs. Her breath stank of garlic. The big parlor had atorn
window screen, she said, and the lamps needed more oail.

"| ordered choba oil three days ago," said Sorren. The old woman's mumblings made her impatient.
"Tell Toli to fetch it for you from the storeroom."

She dressed in fresh clothes and knocked on Arre's door. "Comein," Arre said. Sorren slipped in. Arre
sat on the edge of her bed, putting on her bracelets. "Aha, let me see. Turn round. Y ou look very nice,
child."

"Thank you," said Sorren. She glanced about the chamber. "Is there something | can do for you?"

Arre chuckled. "I won't detain you. Have you seen Paxe this morning?’

" She went to the Gate to say good-bye to Ricky."

"Ah. Very well, child, go on." She waved both hands in a shooing motion. Habit made Sorren tug the
corners of the coverlet as she passed it. She wanted to say something -- do something -- shedidn't
know what. Her feelings were all askew.

She went out the front door just as a boy in an acolyte's robe came through the gate. He looked very self-
important. "l have aletter for the Lady Arre Med," he announced, to her and to the courtyard, "from

Jerrin-no-Dovriai Elath." Sorren's pulse raced as it always did at the mention of the White Clan.

"Inside," she said, and stepped off the path to let him enter. He strode by her without thanks, as if
deference were his due. This, she thought, was the answer to the letter she had refused to deliver.

* * % *

The Hok guards appeared to be expecting her.

She had brought the paper with her name on it to show them, but they didn't need it; they waved her up
the path as soon as she said her name. She had put on sandals; they clicked on the tiles as she walked to
the front door. The Hok house was huge, much larger than the Med house. It was built of silver cedar,
and shaped like a U, with alarge garden in the open courtyard. Trumpet-vines climbed up trellises and
dangled from the peaked roof.

The Hok family lived all together. A girl in awhite dresstook Sorren to a blue tiled washroom so that
she could rinse the dust from her hands and face, and then brought her to the alcove where she could
leave her sandals. It was piled with at least a dozen pairs of sandals and shoes.

Marti Hok's chamber was wide and light, with windows all around it to let in the sunshine. Marti sat in
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the center of it, in agreat wooden chair. The arms of the chair were carved like the heads of snakes.

"Comein, child,” said the old woman. "Let melook at you." Sorren obeyed. She was glad she had put
on clean clothes. "Y ou look charming. Sit." Sorren folded her legs beneath her and sat on the floor. The
mats were woven of bright gold straw, and they were very soft and sweet-smelling. A child ranin, and
then another. "These are my grandchildren,” said Marti proudly. Voices rang through the hallway; a
third child ambled in. Sorren wondered how many grandchildren Marti Hok had -- six, ten, dozens?

They tramped in and out of the chamber to show their grandmother live frogs, dead newts, sore knees,
disagreements, uncertainties, treasures beyond price. The children -- adults -- looked in, asked an
occasional question, said, "Don't annoy your grandmother."

Each time one of the Hok children entered, Sorren, mindful of propriety, went to one knee. A servant
came in with bowls of sherbet for Marti and the visitor. Sorren stood, to take both bowls. "Sit!" said
Marti Hok. "And stop getting up and down every time one of my daughters walks by. Y ou are my guest,
you are just Sorren, and | am just Marti. Get off the floor; sit on apillow. | am pleased you could come."
Sorren grinned. "l like floors," she said. She let the servant hand her the bowl.

"Then you should sit there. Would you like tea or wine or water?"

"I would like some wine," Sorren said. "Thank you, La -- Marti."

Marti told the servant to bring a glass of wine. Sorren spooned sherbet into her mouth. It tasted of
raspberries; the flavor broke against her tongue like a bubble bursting. "Thisis good," she said.

"Itisgood," said Marti. "What do you think of this house?

Sorren glanced around. The room smelled lovely; there were flowersin tall vasesin every corner. The
pillows were silk, stuffed with goosedown. In awicker cage, hanging from atall wooden pole, alucky
cricket sat singing. "l likeit." Cautiously, remembering her length of leg, she stretched out in the
sunlight.

A girl-child with long black hair scooted into the room. "_Abu, look!" She held out her cupped hands.
Marti bent over them.

"Remarkable," she said with conviction. "Where didst thou find it?"
"In the garden."

"Good. Takeit outside and let it go. It needs light and air."
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"But | want to keep it!" She opened the hands enough for Sorren to see a huge feathery orange butterfly,
clinging to her palm.

"Thou cannoat, it will die. Let it go, chelito."

The girl pouted. Marti fanned the butterfly's wings. " See, chelito. It is growing. It wishesto be free." The
orange wings were fluttering, trying to extend. "Let it go. It cannot live like the cricket, in acage."

The girl sighed. "l want to keep it."

"There are some creatures thou cannot keep."

The girl went from the room, eyes fixed on the drying butterfly. In the next room, someone began to
sing. " _Hush-a-bye, seep my child, nothing fearful, nothing wild, shall disturb thee, take thy rest, here
against thy mother's breast. Hush-a-bye, go to sleep.... " The song broke off.

Marti smiled. "That's my youngest daughter, Alanna. She's pregnant.”

Sorren said, "How many do you have?’

"Grandchildren? Children? Three sons, four daughters. Only the Guardian knows how many
granddaughters and grandsons; | surely don't keep track. Arre's houseis not like this, isit?

"Oh, no," Sorren said. She spooned up the last of the sherbet, which was melting into a creamy red
puddle in the dish. "It's much quieter.”

"Too quiet,” said Marti Hok. "Arre burns too low. She's like a piece of coal, solitary on a grate. She
needs people around her. She needs alover."

"Arre?' said Sorren. She put the dish beside her. She could not imagine Arre with alover.

"Y ou think she'stoo old?' said Marti, amused. Her face crinkled into laughter. "Wait until you're forty,
you'll know better."

"No," Sorren protested, "I know -- " After all, Paxe was nearly forty. But Paxe was Paxe.

"She should have had children, too," said Marti. "But then, she has you." She stretched out her hand for
her cane, and rose. Sorren jumped up. "Come. We will go to thelibrary."

The library of the Hok house reminded Sorren of Arre's study, except that, instead of only one scroll

case against the wall, this room was filled with glass-faced cases lined with scrolls. There was abig
wooden chair, twin to the one in Marti's chamber, behind an equally massive desk. Marti lowered herself
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into the chair. She said, waving her hand at the cases, "Have you ever seen so many pieces of paper in
one place?'

Sorren shook her head. She eyed the cases, wondering what it would be like to dust them all.

"My grandfather, Mordith, was a Scholar. He collected all these scrolls. He would pay people to bring
him old records and histories, the older the better. He used to read to me from them. Samia-no-Reo was
his friend. She would come to visit, and they would sit poring over the records, tracing the course of this
lord and that lord, happy as children. He never let the servantsin here, he cared for everything himself."
"Is he dead?' said Sorren.

Marti laughed. "Quite dead. Were he alive, child, he would be very, very old."

Sorren felt foolish. Bending, she peered through the streaked glass into the case. "Is the story of Sorren
in here?'

"Not in that one. Move two more cases down and bring me the leather binding with the papersinit.”
Sorren opened the door to the case. Dust flew out. She sneezed.

The leather binding was rusty red, cracked, peeling, old. She carried it to the desk and laid it in front of
Marti. The old woman touched the leather with careful hands. "I think thisisthe right one," she said.
She looked up. "Tornor. You know where it is?*

"In the north, in the mountains. It's a Keep."

"Y ou know what a Keep is?"

"A castle.”

"Y ou know what a Keep isfor?" said the old woman.

Sorren remembered what Kadra had said. _They were built ... when Arun was at war with Anhard-over-
Mountain, "For war," she said.

"What do you know of war?"' said Marti Hok.

"Nothing," said Sorren, but she remembered stories she had heard around the campfires. "A little. My
mother told me some, about a time when we fought the Asech folk. They came from the desert, burning
and killing...." She shivered, remembering the firelight flickering off the faces of the old women in the
fields, and their hard knobby hands moving in time to their words.

"I wastold the same stories," said Marti Hok softly. "My grandfather remembered it. He used to tell me
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tales of villages and fields aflame, and riders galloping out of the desert.... | had nightmares about my
room burning, and me burning up with it, and | wept into my pillow, until my grandmother found me
and made him stop the stories, and told me that the witches in the Tanjo had made peace with the Asech
for al time, and that they would never let the city burn.”

For amoment, Sorren saw in Marti Hok's face the little girl she had been, sixty years before. "Did you
live in this house?' she said.

"This very house. Well. That timeis gone, and will never come again, Guardian willing. | pray that war
will ever be something you have no knowledge of. Thereisatimein our history that is called ‘the war
years.' At least, my grandfather taught me, that is how they name them in the north. The Keeps were
built along time ago, to protect the folk who lived on the steppe from the plundering of the Anhard
raiders. We used to fight with Anhard the way we fought the Asech. But that war was over two hundred
and fifty years ago."

"We trade with Anhard now," Sorren said. She touched her arm. "In the fields, they used to tease my
mother, saying that | might have Anhard blood."

"Y ou might. They are fair, sometimes. But their skin is yellower than yours."
"My mother always said no, it wasn't so."

“Then it must not have been. Well -- these records are from Tornor. Even two hundred and fifty years
ago the Black Clan existed, and northern scholars kept records of the battles. My grandfather collected
some of them."

She opened the leather binder. Sorren leaned over the table. For some reason, she had thought the
records would have pictures in them, of women with swords, horsemen, castles, strange beasts, like the
painted pictures on her Cards. She was disappointed: the yellow, brittle pages held no pictures, just long
lines of writing going up and down the page. The ink was faded to gray.

"Can you read them?" she asked.

"Not those," said Marti. She laid those pages aside. "But these | can." Here the ink was clearer and the
characters went from right to left across the page, the way they were supposed to. Reaching out, Sorren
traced a piece of curling script with her finger, very lightly. Dust filmed her fingertip, and atiny scrap of
paper cracked beneath her touch and fell, like a petal, to the floor.

"Thisisthe story of Sorren," said Marti. She pointed to a block of writing. "This is the name: Sorren."
Sorren stared at her own name. "Here it appears again. Sorren. Sorren."

"Tell methe story."
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Marti bent over the page. "I'll read it," she said.

_"Thisisatale of courage and high adventure, having been copied by Elm, scribe to Berent, 22nd Lord
of Tornor Keep in the Council Y ear 89, in the third month of winter, the seventh year of the Lord
Berent'sreign."__ She stopped. "That year, the year 89, isthe year the Tanjo upheld the Ban in Kendra-
on-the-Delta."

"Oh," said Sorren.

_"Thisis being copied from a copy made in the year 32 by Josen, scribe to Morven, 19th Lord of Tornor
Keep._ She goes on to explain that the older record, which appears to have been copied from the
original, had been damaged by fire. _And it cameto pass_ -- shelikesthat kind of language -- _thatin
the twenty-fourth year of the reign of the Lord Athor, awarlord rose out of the southern villages, out of
the village of Iste near the city of Tezera, and his name was Col, known as Col Istor. Out of his pride
and without thought for the peoples of the land, this evil man gathered to him an army of mal contents
and evildoers, and set out to make himself and his followers wealthy and great. | am not going to read
it, it will take al day. It seemsthat Col Istor gathered an army from around Lake Aruna, and led them
north to make war on the Keeps."

"Was this during the war years?' Sorren asked.

"No, that time was past. Arun and Anhard were at peace."

"Then why did Col I-] --"

"Istor."

" -- Col Istor want to fight?"'

"It doesn't say," said Marti. "He was trained to war, he had fought the Asech in the south. Probably he
was bored. He captured three of the four Keeps. In Tornor Keep, Athor had a daughter, Sorren, and a
son, Errel. These two were made prisoner by Col Istor. They escaped -- inwinter. The story makes
much of that, that it was winter. _The snow drifts that season were of the height of atall man, and the
steel so cold that it froze the fingersto it, so that a man might grasp a sword hilt and come away without
his skin._ Ugh. They went south and west, and the story goes on to say that they came to the land of
always summer, the magical valley, Vanima."

Sorren started. "It says that?"

"Yes." Marti read. "It cameto pass that as they drew near to Vanima, the mountains slid aside to permit
them entrance, and closed behind them. Thus was the magical valley defended.”

It did not sound real. Probably it wasn't real. "What else does it say?"
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"It saysthat Errel and Sorren approached Van, itsruler, and asked for help. He told them he would help
them against Col Istor, but that they would then have to pay aprice."

"What was it?"

"He wouldn't tell them."

Sorren said, "That isn't fair!"

"No," said Marti, "but it's very likely. Shall | continue?’
"Yes, please.”

"They agreed, so he gathered his chearis and they traveled north to Tornor Keep. They stormed the
castle and killed Col Istor and all his men. Then Van asked for payment." Marti paused to turn a page.
"His price for his help was that one of Athor's children had to come and live in the land of always
summer, and never leave it. So the two children of Athor fought, to see which one of them would stay
and which one would return to Vanima with Van and his chearis. Errel lost. Sorren became the Lady of
Tornor Keep, and her daughter ruled Tornor after her, and hers after her. _And so it came to pass that the
line of Tornor Keep has continued even to thisday."

...Eventothisday.... Sorren sighed with pleasure. Kite had never told her that story. Probably she had
not known it. She wondered what it would have been like, to fight a brother. Surely they would not have
wanted to hurt each other.

"Did they look alike?' she asked.

"Sorren and Errel? It doesn't say," said Marti. "Of Sorren it says, Her hair was pale as northern grass,
and her eyes were blue asthe sky in winter. Errel it doesn't describe at al. Oh, it also saysthat Sorren
wastall." The old woman smiled. "If you like, you may imagine that she looked like you."

Sorren nodded. "Y ou said | had a northern look."

"You do," said Marti. "Many of the northern folk are pale and light-eyed. Did you enjoy the story?'
"Yes, thank you." Sorren wondered if her mother had heard the story sometime, perhaps when _she
was a child, and, remembering, chose to name her daughter after the northern warrior woman. "Could |

hear more?"

Marti said, "Chea, girl, there are a half a hundred of them!" She shuffled the pages back into their
original order. "Besides, child, the past isatrap, and you are too young to be caught by it. Wait until you
areold and ugly and it isal you have left."
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Sorren did not know what Marti meant. "l don't think you're ugly," she said.
The old woman laughed. "I thank you." She closed the red binder. "Put this back."

Sorren lifted the flaking leather case in her arms. A piece of paper slipped from the pages and fluttered
to the floor.

"Wait," said Marti. She nudged the scrap with her cane. "What's that?' Laying the binder back on the
desk, Sorren picked up the paper. It had pictures on it. They were cramped ink drawings with borders
around them, and writing underneath them. The pictures looked familiar, like something she had seen
before.

"What isit?' Marti said, leaning forward.

"It fell out of the pages." Sorren turned it over. There were more pictures on the back.

"Let me see," commanded Marti. She took the paper delicately from Sorren's hand. "The Dreamer,"
sheread. "A woman sleeping. A window overlooks her couch: through it we see two bright red stars.
The Weaver isawoman in agreen dress, seated at aloom. The Lady is a golden-haired woman,
standing outdoors. Sheis smiling._ What is this?"'

Sorren said, "It's the Cards."

"What are you talking about?"

Sorren took the paper back. "The Lady. The Dreamer. This oneisthe Dancer."

"Let mesee--" They bent over the page together. "Yes. Y ou cannot read, child, how do you know the
name?"

"My mother gave them to me. There are twenty-two of them. Thishig." She made arectangle with her
hands to show the size. "They have pictureslike this, only with colors, and more in the pictures. The
Lady has adog beside her."

Marti counted. "There are eight Cards pictured here. That is what you called them, Cards? Where are the
rest?' She pulled the binder across the desk. "They must be here."

She opened the binder, and began to lift the pages from one pile to another. Sorren pounced on a second
piece of paper. "This has eight more," she said. Marti continued to lift the pages, and a third paper
appeared. "This has the rest." She recognized the pictures, crabbed and strange though they seemed.
"The Tower, the Wheel, the Demon, Old Boney, Moon Lady, the Village."
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"Let me see." Marti peered at the pictures. "They have names, child. This one that you call Old Boney is
Death. The one you call Moon Lady is the Moon, and the one you call the Village is the Sun."

Sorren said, "My mother never told me what to call them."”

Marti leaned back in the chair. Her soft brown cheeks had darkened. "Do you know what you must
have?' she said. "According to this paper," she said, tapping it, "someone who istrained to it can tell the
future with your Cards. Y ou say your mother left them to you?"

"Yes."

"I wonder -- " Marti laughed. "It must be so."

"What must be so?

Marti touched the paper. "Once, those Cards were in the keeping of the ruling house of Tornor."

Sorren swallowed. She gazed at the pictures again. "They can't have been," she said. "My Cards are
newer than those drawings."

"Hmm." Marti frowned. "Do your Cards have a pattern on the back?"'

"No."

"Ah. It says here, the pattern on the back of the Cards was ared star on awhite field. The badge of
Tornor isared, eight-pointed star on awhite field. Y ou must have a copy of the original deck." Her face
creased with amusement. "l wonder how your family got them. Could your mother use them?"

"] don't know," Sorren said. "Shedied."

"Perhaps,” Marti said, "perhaps she could. Perhaps you have aright to your name. Perhaps, scores of
years back, your family, your mother's line, was part of the ruling house of Tornor."

Sorren blinked. She did not know whether to laugh or weep. "My family?"’

"Yes. Certainly. Such things are not given away." Marti laughed. "Shall | tell you something else? The
ruling house of Tornor was originally started by arebellious scion of the Med house. Y ou could be a
distant, very, very, distant relative of Arre!"

Sorren wanted to pinch herself to make sure she was not asleep. She wasreally a northerner, born in the
south but with the blood of the north running in her veins. She was even -- no. She caught herself. She
was no princess. She was a bondservant whose great-great-great-many times-great-grandmother might
have been the younger sister of anoble house. "l wish | knew," she said.
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Marti Hok's face grew somber. "Don't let me confuse you," she said gently. "It's only a fantasy, child."

From the corridor avoice called, "Mother?' A woman poked her head into the room. She was young,
and very pregnant. "What on earth are you doing _here ?" she asked.

"What concern isthat of yours?' said Marti. "I'm busy. Isit important? If not, go away and leave us
aone."

"Whoops!" said the woman, and vanished. Marti laughed.

Sorren held the pictures. She had told herself it was only a story, about a dead princess. But now she felt
asif the Lady of Tornor had reached out a dead hand and touched her, over centuries and centuries....
Perhaps she had had the Cards, once, touched them, dealt them, used them to see into the future. Did she
see me? she thought. "Does Tornor have atower?"

"A tower?' said Marti Hok, but she did not ask why. She drew the binder to her once again. "A tower.
Tornor _had atower. Elin the scribe speaks of it, giving the date it was built. _It looks north , she says,
_and has looked ever northward since its building, so that the many rulers of Tornor might have a place
to stand to direct the battle against the Anhard raiders -- _ one cannot direct a battle from atower, but
how would she know that? Silly woman."

"Do the other Keeps have towers?

n NO-II

It _was_Tornor she had seen, Tornor she had traveled to in her far-seeing. Blood beat in her head, and
the tower of the Keep, far away, rose again in her gaze.

Marti Hok said. "Sorren?"

Sorren swallowed. The image vanished. "Yes. I'm sorry, La -- Marti. | was dreaming."
"Have | given you pleasure with my stories?"

"Oh, yes."

"That iswell. Y ou might do something for me, then, in exchange."

"Of course," said Sorren.

Marti took the pieces of paper out of her hands. "I should like to see those Cards."
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Sorren was silent. She could go to the house, get them, bring them back -- but if she returned to the
house on the hill, she would turn from Sorren the guest into Sorren the bondservant. Arre would find her
an errand, Cook would find her an errand, there would be dinner to serve, laundry to wash, tasks to do.

Marti said softly, "Never mind, child."
Sorren said, looking at the old woman, "But | want to."

"When you can, you will. No, leave those -- " as Sorren started to return the papers to the binder.
"Someone else will do it. It seems | was right in naming you a northerner. Tell me, have you thought of
going north when your time of serviceisover?'

Sorren thought of Kadra, and her visions. "Yes."

"Y ou would go now, if you could,"” said Marti. "l seeit in your eyes; don't trouble to deny it." She
groped for her cane, and Sorren put it in her hand. "It's just as well you cannot leave now. You have a
lover, | think? Yes, | remember, the Y ardmaster. She cares for you. So does Arre, and you for her, a
little, and that is important; she needs people about her who love her. Y ou know her brother?'

The abrupt question confused Sorren. "Yes," she said. "I drum for him."
"Heisan evil man," said Marti Hok. "l am old enough to know evil when | seeit."
Sorren did not think that Isak was evil. Malicious, perhaps, even cruel, but not evil.

"Y ou don't believe me?' said Marti. "Well, we shall see." She set her cane firmly on the floor, and stood.
"Meanwhile, you may practice patience by being cordial to an old lady for awhile longer. Do you like
flowers? Good. Come and walk with mein my garden.”

Chapter Eight

_"Haha-ha-ha-tay-ha-ha-ha..." _ Strings of song echoed through the alleys. Paxe strolled through
sunlight on her way to the Northwest Gate. It was the Festival of the Ox, an Asech feast. It went on for
three days, while interesting smells floated from the Asech houses, and the women chanted in tones that
went higher and higher before slurring into laughter. Men played music on reed flutes, and children ran
about with clappers carved in the shape of oxen. It was the most important Asech feast, next to the
Festival of the Horse, which was celebrated in the spring, after the sowing. Paxe found herself pacing in
time to the strange music. A clear voice rose in song from a house and she saw a girl's frame silhouetted
against ascreen. "Yaha-ha-hatay ... " It made her think of Sorren.

She had not seen Sorren -- except for the casual greetings she could not avoid -- for four days. She
wasn't angry with the girl, nor did she blame her for what her own fool of a son had done -- but she just

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20krui ...200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20Northern%20Girl.txt (102 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:13



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

did not want to see her, for awhile. The last four afternoons Sorren had come to sit patiently on the Y ard
fence, and Paxe had stayed with her soldiers, pretending not to notice the lithe golden figure perched on
the wood.

Arre had noticed, and had said bluntly, yesterday morning, " Sorren's unhappy. | suppose you know that."
"I know."

"Are you going to do something about it?' Arre said.

"When I'm ready." It sounded cruel. Arre shrugged.

"I think you're being foolish," she said, and that was the end of it. Paxe hadn't meant to be cruel, but
whenever she looked at Sorren, something held her back from stretching out her hand. She hoped that no
one, besides Arre, had noticed.

Traffic at the Gate was slow; there was aline of carts waiting to come in. Paxe wondered what was
holding up traffic. She looked around for the captain on duty. His name was Sereth; he was city-born.

"Where's Sereth?' she called to one of the other guards.
"Round the guardhouse!" called the guard.

"Y ardmaster!" Paxe turned, to find Sereth waving at her from the side of the tall guardhouse wall. She
waved back and worked her way across the cobblestoned street to him.

His thick, sandy hair was standing straight out from his head. "I have something to show you." She
followed him around the guardhouse to the small weapons shed in which the Gate guards kept their
pikes and slings. He knelt beside a box and threw the lid open. "Look!"

Paxe knelt. The stamp on the outside of the box said it contained wool. She looked inside. There was a
bolt of orange wool within the box, and something bright sticking out between the wool's soft folds. She
reached in, feeling carefully along the fabric. Sereth grew impatient. Leaning over her shoulder, he
pulled the wool back. The orange cloth concealed one -- no, two, no, more than two -- sheathed
weapons. Swords.

Sereth hunkered down beside her. "There are seven knives and ten swords in that box. Vanes the
merchant brought them. She swears she had no idea they were there. She's in the guardhouse; we held
her, thinking you might want to talk to her."

He was dightly breathless -- with excitement, Paxe guessed. She wondered if he had ever seen a sword
before. "Did you find other weapons amid her goods?"
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"None. We took the caravan apart.”
"Have you found any other weapons at all?*
"Not yet. We're double-checking all wagons, especially the ones from the north."

Paxe turned the first sword in her hands. It was bright and shiny, without stains or nicks or rust. "When
was the last time someone tried to smuggle edged weapons into the city?" she said.

"Three years ago," said Sereth promptly. "Ben-no-Shana brought two swords in through the West Gate.
He had hisright hand cut off."

Paxe rose, letting the sword fall back in the box. "I had forgotten his name," she said. "Y ou have a good
memory, Sereth." Sereth flushed with pleasure. "Bring me Vanes."

The captain hurried off. He brought VVanes from the guardhouse himself. The merchant strode from the
building. Her red hair was curled in Tezeran fashion. She was wearing yellow silks and high-topped
boots of brown leather. She saw Paxe and hastened toward her, outstripping Sereth. "Y ardmaster Paxe!"
She thrust her hands forward. "l assure you, | know nothing about weapons hidden in my wool."

"When did you first learn of it?" Paxe said.

"When your guards opened the box and found them. | am appalled by this, of course."

Paxe looked the merchant up and down. "Who could put weapons into your goods without you knowing,
Vanes?'

The woman sighed, and put both hands on her ample hips. "Anybody with a purse. Few of my folk are
unbribable. There's petty pilfering on every journey, but thisisthefirst time | have had someone put
things into the boxes instead of taking them out. Y ardmaster, you know me, | have been coming through
this Gate for six years. | am atrader; why would | bring weapons into the city, risking fine, or
banishment, or worse?"

Paxe scratched her chin. Someone outside the Gate was wrangling with a guard about the length of time
entrance was taking, and Sereth hurried off to keep order.

"Vanesi, | do know you," she said. "I'd like to believe you. Whao's your caravan master?"
"L eth-no-Chayatha. He stays on Amber Street in the Minto district.”
"I will seethat heis questioned. The wool and the box it cameinisyours, | suppose.”

Vanes scowled. "Unfortunately, | cannot deny it. My stamp is on the outside of the box."
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"Y ou know the law," Paxe said. "I must report this."

"I know," said Vanesi. "l expect to be summoned by my Clan. But may | go now?1 live on Third
Fountain Street, you know whereitis."

Third Fountain Street was aso in the Minto district. "If you're needed -- "
"I will be reachable," the merchant promised.
"Y ou may go, then," Paxe said. "I am sorry you were detained."

The fat merchant shrugged. "I've had worse treatment.” She marched away. Sereth came from the Gate;
Paxe saw him gaze after Vanesi's retreating bulk.

"I don't think we need to hold her," she said. " Send someone to Amber Street to question L eth-no-
Chayatha, the caravan master. In fact -- you do it."

"Gladly." Sereth jerked histhumb at the Gate. "Do you want us to keep searching the caravans?"

"Yes, of course.”

"It Sowstheline."

"Letit.”

Sereth bowed, pams together. "Y ardmaster." He went off to inform his guards. Paxe felt momentarily
sorry for the people at the end of the line, who might have to camp outside the walls when the Gates
closed at sunset, but there was nothing else she could do. The shouts from the caravans had |essened;
already the news was filtering beyond the city wall.

She cut short her rounds to return to the house; Arre would want to know this. As she reached the top of
the hill, avoice halled her. "Yardmaster!" She turned. It was Ivor, commander of the late watch. He was
as dark as she, with a natty little beard and mustache of which he was quite proud. "Vain as a peacock,"
his guards said; but they liked him, especially because he could beat them all at dice. He was avery
good watch commander.

She waited for him to come to her, debating whether she should tell him about the smuggled swords, or
wait until she had told Arre. She decided to wait. Ivor came up to her, dark face lined with anger and

worry. "Y ardmaster, |'ve lost aman."

"What do you mean? Who?"
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"Seth," said lIvor. "He's deserted.”

Paxe scowled. "Are you sure?'

"He's definitely gone. No one's seen him since yesterday, and he didn't report for muster.”

Seth had been in Ivor's command for two seasons. "Where do you think he's gone?' she said.

Ivor said, "He's a country boy. He might have gotten tired of shining pikes, and gone back to hisvillage."
"Yes," said Paxe, doubtfully. "Do you think he did?*

Ivor put his hands on his hips. "Actualy, | doubt it. I never heard him speak of the country with
anything but contempt. He likes the city too much to leave it. I'd bet he's still inside.”

Paxe rubbed her nose. A fly buzzed at her, and she batted it absently. She couldn't remember the last
time she'd had a deserter. "Did he say anything to anyone?"

Ivor said, "He's been mouthing off since you set him on cleaning duty. But no, he said nothing to anyone
about leaving."

Once out of her district it would be easy for him to evade capture, but it would not be so easy for him to
find work. He'd end up in alaborer'sjob. " Send anotice to all the Y ards and to the magistrates, Seth-no

"Lenia," supplied Ivor.

"Seth-no-Lenia, deserted from his duty and his post, please notify the Y ardmaster of the Med house if
seen, reward will be paid for information leading to capture, blah, blah. Damn the man, why did he run?
| would have released him. I've never kept a guard who didn't want to stay."

"Theresmore," said Ivor grimly. "Asfar as| can tell, he walked off with the extra key to the weapons
shed."

"Oh, damn," said Paxe. "How the hell did he get it?"

Ivor looked wretched. "I gaveit to him. He didn't return it."

It was clear she did not need to point out to him the foolishness of that act. After a moment, she said,
"Well have to get the lock changed. Find alocksmith, and put aguard at the shed -- all weneedis

someone coming in and stealing half our equipment. Tell Kaleb to do the same.”

She went into the house. "Arre," she called, not troubling to be ceremonial.
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Elith stuck her head through the doors of the large parlor and glared at her. "The Lady Arreisin her
study," she said.

Arrewas sitting in her cushioned chair. "What brings you into the house with such anoise?' she said.
Paxe sat on the stool. "Listen," she said, and proceeded to tell Arre about the smuggled swords.

Arre clasped her handsin her lap and bent her head, concentrating. When Paxe finished her recital, she
said, "What order did you give your Gate captain?"

"I told him to search all the caravans as they arrive, without exception."
"That's good. Do you trust Vanesi? Do you think she told you the truth?"

Paxe rubbed her nose. "I think so," she said. "But if you want to be sure, you can always call a
Truthfinder."

Arre's hands unclasped. "1 will tell the Tanjo about this myself," she said. "But | don't want to bring in a
Truthfinder if | can help it. Paxe, pass the word to the other Y ardmasters that swords are being smuggled
into the city through the Gates. Ask them to take the same precautions you are taking."

Paxe nodded. "Who do you think is bringing in the swords?' she said.

Arre said, "Were they new swords or old swords?"'

"New," said Paxe, wondering what difference it made.

"Ah," said Arre. "Then | can guess who's bringing them in. The Ismeninas.”

"How do you know?"

Arre held up one finger. "One. The Ismenin Y ard is teaching sword techniques. Two. The Ismeninas
own land to the west in which there are great iron deposits. Three. The Ismeninas own foundries and
smithies in which new swords could be made. Four." Four fingers waved in the air. "The sword your
soldier had came from an Ismenin soldier.”

Paxe frowned. "Why did you ask if they were new or old swords? What did it tell you?"

Arre said, "Because if they had been old swords, it's conceivable that someone else could be bringing
them in. But only the Ismeninas would be bringing in new ones."

"The first sword was an old one."
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"The Ismeninas must have brought some old swords from the north, to use as pattern for their smiths."

It sounded reasonable. Paxe could only think of one objection. "Dobrin said that possession of live
blades was forbidden to his soldiers.”

Arre said, gently, "He would say that anyway, Paxe. He must have been terrified that you would go
straight to the Tanjo."

"No," sad Paxe. "He wasn't terrified. And he wouldn't lieto me. He is not that sort of man."
"Wouldn't he?' said Arre. "l don't know; | don't know him."

The cadence count ("One -- and two -- and three -- and four!") echoed for amoment in Paxe's mind.
She said, "The swords must be coming in through all the Gates, not just one."

"I will write letters to the heads of all the houses, and to the Blue Clan as well, informing them of this,"
said Arre. "If  amright -- and | think | am -- the Ismeninas will be bringing the swordsin on the
river, on the barges and ore boats. They own the ore boats, after all."

"The Hok guards are supposed to keep an eye on the boats."

"And do they?' said Arre.

"They tend to let the Ismenin guards do most of the work."

"The Hok guards can do their share of work, for achange. And even Dobrin -- al, I'm sorry, Paxe,
forget | said that -- even the Ismeninas will have to order their river guards to search the barges. Isthere

any talk in the city about the training in the Ismenin Y ard?"

"I've heard none," said Paxe. "Dobrin told all his guards to say nothing." She leaned forward. "Arre, why
do the Ismeninas want swords in the city? What are they goingto _do_?"

Arresaid, "If | knew, | would tell you. | don't know. Shall | go to Ron Ismenin and ask him? He won't
tell me." She leaned her head against the chair back; the skin at the hollow of her throat flashed,
startlingly white.

The sound of aflute came faintly into the room from outside. Over its notes, Paxe said, "Why did you
tell me to order sgjis, and teach the sword?"

"Because," said Arre, "it gives the Ismeninas tremendous power in the city if their guards are the only
onesin the city trained in sword technique.”
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The flute sound changed, as the flute player found a song she could play. Paxe cocked her head to one
sideto listen. _| am a stranger in an outland country; | am an exile wherever | go...._

She said, "In the west, they say that song was sung by the chearis as they |eft the cities."
Arrerubbed her eyes. "It's older than that." She looked very tired.

Paxe said, "When are you going to the Tanjo?"

"In four days."

"That's the last day of summer."

"Soitis." Shehalf smiled. "I hate the summer heat, but | always miss the season when it ends. Isn't that
silly?

"No," said Paxe, "it's not silly." She rested her hand on Arre's for amoment. It seemed strange to her,
sometimes, that they had both grown into people with so many responsibilities, so much to concern and
trouble them. She smiled, recalling other summers when they had worried less. They had walked in the
gardens of the country house -- the trees and hedges had been smaller then -- and there had been no
children to fight about (Ricard was a baby), no Isak to disturb Arre's sleep (he was in Shanan, earning
the shariza), no swords, no smugglers -- and no Sorren.

* * % *

Sorren was going to Kadras.

Thesmellsof _kadashi_and _pitof , the spicy Asech breads, permeated the streets. Sorren squinted into
the sunlight. She liked the Asech festivals; she liked the way they alternated with the city feasts: Winter
Feast, the Spring Festival, the Feast of the Horse, the Feast of the Founding of the City, Midsummer
Festival, the Festival of the Ox, Harvest Feast, and soon. "_Ya-hata-ha-tay ," sang awoman, and
Sorren tapped her fingers on her thighs, drumming in and under and around the beat.

The only thing troubling her now was Paxe. Since Ricky's leaving, Paxe has grown silent and withdrawn
from her. It hurt. She hoped it would be over soon. She had even asked the Y ardmaster if Paxe was
angry with her, and Paxe had said no. But she had not seemed to notice Sorren for the last four days
when Sorren perched in her usual place on the Y ard fence.

Plum Street was in the Batto district, in the northwest corner of the city, where the roads led inward from
the Asech country. It was not a prosperous street: tiles dangled from the roofs, and the cottages were old,
narrow, and unkempt. Sorren wondered how she would find Kadra's house. This was an Asech enclave,
the smells aone told her, and many of the lintels sported the ox-sign in token of the festival.
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A little girl wandered into the road. She was carrying two blocks of wood. Singing tunelessly, she
banged them together. Sorren called to her. "Chelito," she said, "dost thou know where lives Kadra the
messenger?'

The child cocked her head at the tall stranger; gold hoops bobbed in her small brown earlobes as she
nodded.

"Wilt thou show me?’

Again the rings bobbed.

The cottages at the far end of the alley were set back from the road, and between the houses and the
streets sat patchy gardens. Some of them had heavenweed plants mixed in with the other herbs. The
Asech child stopped in front of ahouse. " _Be ," she said, meaning "There." There was no ox-sign on the
lintel, and no music coming from inside.

"Kadralives here?' said Sorren.

" Dosh. " That meant yes. Sorren squared her shoulders. She walked up to the cottage door. The Asech
girl watched her. She knocked. No one came to the door. She knocked again.

"Be!" called the girl. Sorren glanced back at her; she was pointing to adirt path that went around the
west side of the house, between it and the wall of the next cottage. Puzzled but willing, Sorren started
around the side of the house. Halfway there, she remembered the girl and turned back to thank her, but
the roadway was empty, and the child had disappeared.

Behind the house, there was bare ground, and a wooden hutch with a peaked roof. It smelled of goat, and
something else. If there had been agoat in it, Sorren decided, it had long since eaten its way into
someone else's garden. The something else -- she went closer to the hutch. There was aleather bottle
on the ground beside the hutch. "Kadra?' she said.

"Ya," said Kadra's voice. Sorren went to the hutch. The ghyawas sitting inside it, holding another bottle.
She looked drunk.

The smells of goat and wine made Sorren's stomach lurch. "Y ou're drunk," she said.
|lYall

"Y ou were going to help me. Y ou said so. How can you help me when you're drunk?' Disappoi ntment
and anger made Sorren's voice sharp. She turned to leave.

"Damn it, girl, come back here," said the ghya. She rose from the hutch and stood swaying. She
knuckled her eyes. "I thought you wouldn't come.”
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"l keep _my_ promises," Sorren said.

"Snippy, aren't you?' said Kadra. She folded back onto the ground. "Come here. | have something for
you."

Reluctantly, Sorren went to her. The ghya picked a scroll from the filthy ground and handed it to her.
She unrolled it gingerly. It showed a collection of lineswith little marks beside them. "What isit?' she
said.

"Guardian, girl, it'samap!"” said the ghya. "I madeit." Sorren caught her breath. Kadra leaned close to
her. "That's Kendra-on-the-Delta." She pointed to a circle on the bottom portion of the map. "l put the
'K' rune on it, that's the symbol on the bones, look at the ones on your string, you'll see." Her finger
moved up the scroll. "Thislineistheriver. ThisisLake Aruna. Tezerais here, with the fish symbol next
to it." She pointed to each place as she named it. The flat squiggles looked like a child's drawing.

At the top of the map were little humps. Sorren pointed to them. "What are those?"

"Mountains," said Kadra. "The Gray Hills, where the Keeps are.”

Mountains, thought Sorren. Her fingers crooked as she leaned over the map. She imagined herself abird,
flying over Arun, the way she flew over the steppe in her dreams. This map could teach her every road,
every bend, every curve of theriver. She traced the line flowing north. "How do | go there?' she said.

The ghya plucked a straw from the hutch. Gently she touched it to the paper. "Here is the city, where we
are. The road follows the river, so. To get to the Keeps one must ride to Tezera and then go northeast, to
ZiliaKeep, or northwest, to the others. Have you decided which Keep you're traveling to?"

“Tornor," Sorren said.

"That's here." Kadra brushed the straw to the page. "The road goes north beside thisriver, the Rurian.
When will you go? I'll mark the route for you with the villages names."

"Next summer," Sorren said.

"Fall would be better," said the ghya. "It's hard to cross Galbareth in summer. The heat drainslife. In fall
the air is cooler, and the roads are not so dusty. The only problem then isto get to the north before it
rains.”

"What happens then?' asked Sorren.

"The steppe, the roads, everything turns to mud. The horses hate it."
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Sorren had not thought about horses. "l can't ride."

"Then you'll walk," said Kadra, "and it will take you even longer. If you have alittle money, the traders
might agree to let you ride in awagon as far as Tezera."

Sorren swallowed. Kadra's words were building unpleasant pictures, of heat, and muddy roads, and
strangers who might not be friendly. "How long will it take?"

"On foot the whole way? Two months, at least. If you ride with the caravans to Tezera, less. Say, two

weeks to Tezera and another ten days from Tezerato Tornor. That's how long it would take _you._ A

messenger, even on foot, could doitin less."

It was along time. Sorren bit her lip.

"Having second thoughts?* said Kadra.

Sorren wanted to say, No, of course not. But it was silly to pretend to be stronger than shewas. "Yes."
"Good," said the ghya. "Y ou should be." Deftly she rolled and tied the map.

"I still want to go," said Sorren.

"Doyou." Kadras voice got that curioudly flat tone. "Then you ought to think about having one of
these." She reached under her cloak, and with a motion that sent Sorren jumping back, drew her knife.

Knives could not be wholly banned from within the city gates; they were too useful. So the Council had
enacted statutes spelling out exactly how long and wide the knives could be, and who could carry them,
and where. Messengers were permitted to carry knivesin the city, but they had to be within the legal
limits. Kadra's knife was small and very thin. "It's single-edged,” said the ghya. She showed Sorren the
hilt, which was metal inlaid with bone. The blade curved backward, and there was a mark scratched on it
near the point which looked alittle like a stylized horse's head.

Sorren said, "It looks sharp."

"Itis," said the ghya. "It's for stabbing, not slicing. | can get you one like it."

"No," Sorren said at once. "No. | don't want it." The rules against bondservants carrying even legal
weapons were severe. "No."

"You'll need something," Kadra said.

"No." The whole talk of weapons made her tense. "l don't want anything."
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"Welll see," said Kadra. She tapped the map. "Y ou want me to keep this? I'll mark it for you."
"Would you?"'

"Isn't that what you want? Come back next week. | warn you, I'll be drunk as a pig and you'll have to
rouse me again."

"Why?" said Sorren.

The ghya said bleakly, "Asyou once said to me -- none of your concern."

She rose. She was not quite steady. She stank, she was dirty, her face was mottled yellow where the
bruises from the fight she'd been in were taking along timeto heal -- Sorren stood. "Will they take you
on the ship if you're drunk?' she said.

Kadrahit her.

The blow knocked her sideways, aimost, throwing her on top of the map. She caught her balance with
both hands on the ground and scrambled out of reach. Kadra stood in the center of the path, staring at
Sorren, her eyes stony, lips pulled back in rage from her teeth.

After amoment, her knotted hands relaxed. "I told you," she said, "to watch your tongue.”

Face burning, from shame and from the blow, Sorren said, "I'm sorry."

Kadra stepped from the path. "Get out."

Numbly Sorren went by her to the street. She hadn't expected Kadrato hit her; she hadn't known the
ghya could move that fast. She didn't know why she had said what she had. Stupid, she told herself. You
are stupid. Every time you speak to Kadra you end up saying something wrong!

Furious with herself, close to tears, she hastened toward the Med district. Part way there, she stopped to
wash her face at the public well. The old men who sat about the well gossiping moved aside politely so
that she could work the pump. The cool water felt delicious against her hot skin.

"So, my lord," said awonderful voice at her elbow, "how went your courier's meeting at Nuath?"

It wasthe name -- Nuath -- that made Sorren turn. Water dripped from her eyelashes as she glanced to
see who was speaking. White flashed in her eyes; she caught her breath, and realized that a witch was
gazing directly at her.

"The man's as stubborn asamule!" said a male voice, answering. Sorren knew that voice well; she had
heard it not so long ago in the Med parlor. The witch woman's companion was Kim Batto.
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She bowed, palm to palm. She had never been this close to awitch before. "What lovely hair you have,
child," said the witch. She had a remarkable voice, low and musical and as enticing as honey. "Y ou've
been crying, have you not? Are you troubled? May | help?’

She was beautiful. Her dark hair fell around her gown like a black river through afield of daisies. Sorren
tried to speak calmly. "I'm fine, _damisen._ | had aquarrel with afriend."

Kim Batto coughed. "I know this girl, _lehi. She'sthe northern girl, bound to the Med house. Don't
concern yourself; it's probably nothing."

"Pain is never nothing, my lord."

"She's not hurt! You can look at her and see that. What's the matter, Sorren?' he said in aloud voice, as
if he were addressing adog or a cow.

Sorren touched a knee to the earth, and stood. "My lord, I'm going home. | was shopping."
"There," said Kim Batto triumphantly.

The Hedler ignored him. "Sheis afraid,” she said. "I believe sheis afraid of me." She stretched out one
hand. "Child, you needn't fear me. | am vowed to the chea, to harmony." Her voice was seductive.

"Lehi, it'strivia!" sad Kim Batto. He laid his hand on the witch's shoulder.

She whirled from beneath his grip. "My lord, | did not give you permission to touch me," she said,
clearly enough so that the old men around the well heard, and tittered. Kim Batto went scarlet. "Nor did
| ask for your help." She turned to Sorren again. "Y ou called me 'damisen’; that is aword of the old
tongue. Where did you learn it, child?"

Sorren said hesitantly, "I was a picker, lehi. | learned it in the fields."

"You areapicker? Then why do | feel -- " the witch broke off. Suddenly, Sorren felt -- sensed -- knew
atouch, a presence, soft as spider web, strong as sunlight, inescapable as her own heartbeat. Her senses
seemed to dim, and then flame more brightly. The wind struck her face; she smelled the scents of

leather, sandalwood, linen, water. Unable to move, she endured the witch's entrance into the sanctuary of
her skull.

The contact lasted for an instant, and then vanished. Released, Sorren cried out. Awkward as an infant,

she bounced into Kim Batto, who swore. Catching her balance, she fled like a crimina from the scene of
a crime, ducking through the melange of shoppers, merchants, children, oxen and goats. At last, sobbing
for breath, she reached the Med house. The gate guard stared at her in astonishment. "What's after you?"
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She did not have the words to tell him.

"Go to hell!" She slammed through the gate before he could touch it. Paxe was in the Y ard, she could
hear her talking, giving instructions. It sounded as if she were teaching pike drill. Sorren started toward
the cottage, and then halted. Paxe had not looked at her for four days. If she went to the cottage, Paxe
might be angry. She could not bear that. If she went to the house, Arre might see her and want to know
what was wrong, and then what would she say? Panting for breath, she stumbled into the garden and sat
on the lawn.

Borti found her. Asif she weighed nothing, he picked her up and took her around the back of the house,
near the laundry. "Here." He put a piece of fruit into her hands. "Eat." She bit into it. The sweet juice
made her gasp, it tasted so fine.

"How -- "

"Ruath told me." Ruath was the gate guard. "Said you looked as if a demon was chasing you."

"Oh."

"I told him | doubted that. But | thought I'd come and find you." His deep voice grumbled on, like a
lullaby. "Y ou know you don't have to tell me anything, we're friends, right? But if you were running,
you'd be hungry, so | brought some food, and thirsty." He put aleather flask in her lap. "So | brought

this as well."

Sorren took the cork from the flask -- her fingers shook, but only alittle -- and tipped it to her lips.
The wine was tart and powerful. She choked, recovered, and drank again. "Thanks."

"Nothing. Y ou'd do the same for me, wouldn't you?'

"Yes," she said. She smiled tremulously into his mustached face. There was white in them, but they were
still long and luxuriously thick. "Except | don't think | could carry you."

He pursed hislips. "Y ou'd do whatever you had to." The certainty in his voice made her straighten. He
clapped her hard on the back. "You're al right?’

“I'm &l right."

Rescuing the flask from her lap, he corked it and stuffed it beneath his belt. "Then there's no more to be
said. Better get in the house."

Chapter Nine
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Isak was being Stallion.

Bare-chested, with a huge reed prick fastened to his waist, he pranced and played. Sorren made her
fingers gallop. Thiswas the third time they had gone over this particular section of the dance. She saw
his hand move as he counted. His black hair tossed. It was loose, like a horse's mane.

The dance began with Peacock, strutting and posing, the male posturing for the female, and went on to
Bear, trying to dance, lumbering about the circle of the stage. They had done that part. In the final part
of the dance he became Swan, cold, graceful, regal. The Bear part was most difficult because it had two
kinds of rhythm init. _Pah-pah-dum._ Sorren watched |sak's shoulders sway in time to her drumbeats.
Stallion exited. Isak turned his back to her; that meant he was offstage.

She kept drumming. Sweat slicked her breasts beneath her shirt. The rhythm softened, smoothed.... 1sak
nodded at her. He was ready. She began to play Swan's entrance. For this part of the dance, he wore a
feather cloak, but he was not bothering with it now. His arms lifted, making wings.

He came on stage again, gliding now, his head thrown back, his neck somehow lengthened, at least it
looked longer. It was the dancer's magic, to draw the viewer into illusion. This part went better when
there was a fluteplayer. Pah. Pah._ The Swan furled his wing around the lady Swan who, invisible, was
the object of his attention, as was the Mare the Stallion's, the she-Bear the Bear's, the Peahen the
Peacock’s. Isak sank to the floor, holding his arms up so that the cloak would drape his face and body.
Sorren tapped the final beats of the dance, and rested her hands.

"How doesit look?" he said, working his shoulders and lowering his arms.

"It looks good," said Sorren.

"Let'send, then," he said. Striding to the door, the dancer thrust his head into the corridor. "Bring
water!" He came back into the room and sat on the mats. "Sorren, I'm getting old."

He reached for atowel to rub his face and eyes. His muscles slid smoothly beneath his amber skin.
Sorren grinned. He did not |ook old.

"You laugh," he said. "How old are you now?"

"Seventeen.”

"Guardian, you're an infant! I'm thirty-three, nearly twice your age."
"It doesn't show," Sorren said.

Isak laughed. After agood practice, he laughed alot. "Teneth!" he called. The door dlid aside and a
plump girl sidied in, carrying atray with a pitcher of water and two gobl ets.
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"Thank you," said Sorren. She took the tray from the girl's hands. "I can pour."

"Let her," said Isak. "She needs the exercise." Sorren put the tray down. Teneth, blushing, poured water
for Isak and then for Sorren.

"That'sall," said Isak dismissing the servant-girl with a gesture. He lifted the goblet to his lips and drank
without stopping. He sprinkled the last few drops from the goblet onto his upturned face. "Aah."

Sorren loosened her drumskins. It had been a good practice. She sipped the water. The girl had flavored
it with lemon. The last time she had come to this house a boy named Kore had served them. "What
happened to Kore?' she said.

"Heisn't here anymore.”

Isak grew tired of people quickly; Kore was probably back in the grapefields. Sorren picked up the towel
Isak had used and rubbed her hands and face. She wondered what he was like to keep house for.

He stretched hislegs out flat on the mats and began to touch his head to his knees. Sorren had seen Paxe
do that after asession in the Yard. It stretched the muscles; if she neglected it, she got cramps. "So," he
said, from his bent position, "how is my dear sister?"’

"Arre Med iswell."

His mouth turned up at the corners. He knew she hated to talk with him about Arre. Before he could say
anything, she said, "How is your wife?'

"Quite well. She will be coming to the city for the Festival."
During the Festival, Myra and her children lived with Isak in this house. "And the children?’
"Well, | suppose. Myrawould let me know if they had died."

He was like amirror; you could never get anything from him but glitter and your own questions. Sorren
rose. Her knees hurt from staying in the one position for so long. "When is the betrothal party, my lord?"

"In fourteen days."
"Do we need another practice session?’
"I don't know." He lay on his back. "What do you think?"'

"Whatever you like."
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He laughed. "I don't think so. Today went well. The party begins an hour before noon, but you had better
get there a bit early.”

"All right." Betrothal partieslasted until sunset, and often beyond. "Do you think the |smeninas would
like ajuggler?' she asked, remembering Jeshim.

"They might," said Isak. "Why, do you know one?"

"His nameis Jeshim. He's part Asech. He juggles balls and plates, and he throws knives, too. He's very
good."

"If you see him between now and then, tell him to come by and show me what he can do. Ron |eft the
entertainment up to me."

“I'll tell him," said Sorren. "Is there anything special you want me to wear?"
"Wear something good."

"I could wear the silk with the butterflies that | wore for the Council."

"Yes, do." Heflicked her knee with afinger. "Y ou looked very nice that evening."
Sorren blushed. "Thank you."

She walked to the window. It overlooked a small garden: sunlight sparkled on the flowers, red and
yellow tulips marching in sedate rows. Isak kept the garden and courtyard beautiful, but Sorren did not
think he cared awhit for flowers; he simply liked to have beauty around him. Even in this room, which
was only the practice chamber, the wall hangings were expensive silk, the cushions were stuffed with
goosedown, and the chobatas were of the finest painted porcelain.

She took a deep breath and let it Slowly out. She was nervous. Over morning meal Arre had said, "Don't
forget to tell my brother about the sword!" A week ago, it had seemed easy to say yesto thetelling of a
little lie; now it did not look as simple. Isak was clever.

On the other hand, the lie was much more likely than it had been aweek ago. Someone _was
smuggling swords into the city. The guards at all the Gates were searching the caravans for weapons,
and everyone in the markets knew that they had so far uncovered more than thirty blades, in bales of
cotton and bolts of wool, on timber barges and ore carts, in agrain sack, and even in abundle from
Tezerawhich contained children's toys.

Tomorrow Arre was going to the Tanjo to speak to the L'hel about the Ban. That, too, was common
knowledge in the street. Sorren wondered if the Ban would be lifted. She doubted it, but if the Ban were
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lifted, the Red Clan might return to Kendra-on-the-Delta. She knew how unlikely that was but it was
exciting to think so.

Isak was rubbing his hair with the towel. To the back of his neck, Sorren said, "My lord, can | ask you
something?"

"Of course."
"Thismorning | saw Paxe training in the Y ard with a sword."

He dropped the towel and turned to face her. His voice grew soft, like acat's purr. "Really? How
interesting."

"It worried me. | thought -- | know someone has been bringing swords into the city, everyone knows
that -- | thought it was forbidden to have one."

"Y ou should ask Paxe about that," said |sak.

"I don't talk to her about such things," said Sorren. It was true. She let her gaze wander to the wall
hangings. They werein the Med colors, red and blue.

Isak pulled his hair behind his neck with one hand, feeling with the other for aclip. "Don't true lovers
share everything?' He found the clip. "Why are you asking me?"

Sorren's heart beat faster. Because your sister told me to, she thought. “"Because | thought you would
know," she answered.

|sak rubbed a hand along his shaven jaw. "It _is_illegal to have along sword, awar sword. But there's
never been a Council ruling on the short sword, the kyomos. Was this a short sword?"

"l don't know. I've never seen along one."

He measured length and width with his hands. "About so by so."

"I couldn't tell. | was far away. I'm only a bondservant, so I'm not permitted inside the Yard."
Isak rose. "Have you and Paxe quarreled?’ he said.

She looked down at him, astonished. "Why would you think that?"

"That scrape on your forehead."

Isak had sharp eyes. Sorren felt the bruise with her fingers. She had almost forgotten it was there. "That
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was Ricky," she said.
"Who is Ricky?"
"A fool kid," she said, "who knocked me down in the market a week ago."
"An admirer!" He cocked his head to one side, waiting to see how she would respond to his teasing. She
wondered what he would say if he knew that Ricky was Paxe's son. He would make ajoke of it. "I'm

glad," he said. "I would be desolate to hear that you and Paxe had quarreled.”

He liked to say these sorts of things to her. Sorren reached to the tray. Pulling it toward her, she poured
them both another glass of lemon-water. "Who's getting married?' she said, being casual.

"Col Ismenin is marrying Nathis Ryth, of the Blue Clan."
So Jeshim's information had been correct. Sorren drank. " So she will be an Ismenin daughter?' she said.

Isak's eyes narrowed. "As a matter of fact," he said owly, "no. The agreement is that he will be a Ryth.
Why did you ask?"'

"I was curious,” Sorren said, meeting his eyes. After amoment, he smiled.

“Itis, after al, traditional," he said. "The Ryth house is very pleased with their new son."

Sorren set her glass down. "l should go, my lord."

"I suppose you must. | will see you at the Ismenin house. Do give my regards to my dear sister."

"Yes, my lord."

"| presume she's still sleeping alone." Sorren didn't answer. Isak went languidly on. " She needs a
bedmate, | think, to keep her from getting old and ugly and bitter. | would recommend one for her, but |
suspect our tastes don't coincide."

Sorren hated it when he talked in that tone about Arre. She looked over his shoulder at the wall hangings.

" You_might look around for her," Isak said, "since your taste in lovers appear to be the same as hers.
Y ou know that she and Paxe were bedmates?"

Sorren stared at him, shocked and stupid. "No," she said.

"Thirteen years ago, when they were both young and ardent and beautiful." He raised his voice. "Teneth!
Bring me a clean shirt." The plump girl hurried in with a blue shirt over her arm. It had the Med crest on
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it, in red and darker blue. He pulled the shirt over his head. Sorren moved away from the window,
rubbing her arms. Her skin felt cold.

She went to the door, carrying her drums. Isak's face emerged from the shirt. He was smiling. "Good-
bye, Sorren. I'll see you at the betrothal ."

* * % *

She walked along the street with the drums hugged to her chest like ababy in arms. She pictured Paxe
and Arre in the sunlight, walking through the garden under the sour apple trees, Arre's arm around
Paxe's dim waist, Paxe's long arm around Arre's shoulders. It was easy for her to see Paxe young.
Thirteen years ago, she thought, | was alittle girl of four.

"Hoy! Girl!" Sheturned. A girl with the browned face and straw hat of a grapepicker stood below her on
the slope of the hill, holding a piece of paper in one dark and dirty hand.

"Yes?' shesaid.

"Y ou serve the Med house?'

"Yes."

"Y ou know the Y ardmaster?”

Even more warily, Sorren said, "Yes."

The girl showed whiteteeth in agrin. "l was supposed to leave this at the Gate for her, but it took us so
long to get inside that by the time we got through, the Gate Captain said she had gone." She held out the

paper. "Here, takeit! It's aletter for her from her son."

Sorren took the paper from her fingers. "Thank you," she said. "I'll giveit to her." The girl waved her hat
and ran like a goat down the hill.

Sorren went to the Y ard. Paxe was not there.
Holding the letter in front of her like aflag of truce, she went to the cottage and knocked on the door.

"Comein," called Paxe. Sorren went in. Paxe sat cross-legged on the mat in front of her table. She had
writing implements spread all over the table and all over the floor.

"What isit?" she said.
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"It's aletter from Ricard,” Sorren said.

Paxe'sfacelit. "Giveit to me," she said. Sorren brought it to her and shetore it open. She read it, and her
whole body seemed to smile. She put on her lap and held out her hand. Sorren went to her, and Paxe
took her hand, turned it palm up, lifted it to her lips, and put her tongue into the hollow.

"Y ou've been very patient with me," she said. She touched the letter with her other hand. "Where did
you get this?'

"A girl off acaravan gaveit to me." Sorren wanted to throw herself into Paxe's arms. She was still
thinking of Isak. "What doesit say?"

Paxe held it up. _"To Paxe-no-Tamaris, Yardmaster to Arre Med, from her son Ricard, greeting._ | can
tell ascribe wrote this," she added. "I am working in thefields. | an well. Celenia-no-Taziaismy field
boss. Thework is hard. | have learned to take grapes from the vine without bruising them. | am being
paid four treys aweek. Please send me a pair of soft boots or money for same. | missyou. | wish | were
home. Y our loving son, Ricard.”_

Sorren sniffed. "l could have told him the work is hard," she said.

Paxe stroked her hair back from her face. "But you know he would never ask you."

So that was all right. Sorren sat on the mat, drums beside her. "What are you doing?' she asked, looking
at the curling sheets of paper and the inkpot.

Paxe put the letter on the table and picked up abrush. "Day after tomorrow is the first day of autumn.
I'm making a new watch schedule.”

"Which watch will you take?"'

"Night watch," said Paxe.

Sorren sighed. "I never see you when you take night watch command.”
"I know," Paxe said. "I'm sorry, chelito. | have to."

"What else will change?’

"Kaleb will take late watch, and Ivor day watch. He's never commanded day watch before, so I'm
making Borti his second-in-command.”

Sorren grinned. "He'll like that."
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"I know. | hope Ivor has the sense to listen to him. He may be old and lazy but he knows more about this
city than any two other people." Paxe stretched; her muscles showed beneath her shirt. "Where've you
been today?"'
"| practiced with Isak this morning,” Sorren said. She edged closer to Paxe along the mats.
"Wasit agood practice?'

"Yes," Sorren said. "But | _hate Isak."

Paxe said, "Why do you hate Isak, chelito?' Her arm came around Sorren's shoulder, and Sorren |eaned
against it happily.

"He's achabalck. He likesto hurt people.”

Paxe's whole body went stiff. "Did he hurt you?' she said.
"He said something."

Paxe looked grim. "What did he say?'

"Hetold me-- " Sorren gazed at the mats. Suddenly, it was not so easy to say. "He told me that you and
Arre were lovers, along time ago."

"Ah," said the Y ardmaster, and her fingers stroked Sorren's neck. "He wasn't even there. Hewasin
Shanan, studying with Meredith." She wound both arms around Sorren and pulled her close. Sorren
smelled the ink on her hands. "Y ou want me to tell you about it?"

"Yes, please," Sorren said.

Paxe's breath moved in Sorren's hair. "I was second-in-command of the Med guard. Kemmeth-no-Vira
was Y ardmaster; he's dead now. | was twenty-four, Ricard was a baby, and Arre was thirty. It was three
years after her mother's death, and she was learning how to be head of a house, and a Council member.
She was much the way sheisnow -- small and arrogant and wilful asahurricane -- and| -- " Paxe
hesitated -- "I was alot like you, in many ways. She needed someoneto talk to, | liked to listen -- "
"Was she beautiful ?* Sorren said.

Paxe chuckled. "I would not say that. Enchanting. Infuriating. Not beautiful ."

Sorren twined her fingersin her lover's hands. "Y ou must have been beautiful ."

"] doubt it," Paxe said.
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"What happened?’
"We were lovers for two years. Then we just grew apart.”
Sorren frowned. "That doesn't tell me very much."

"It'sbeen along time," Paxe said gently. "Y ou know the silver bracelet with the blue stone that Arre
wears?"

"Of course," Sorren said, "it's her favorite."
"That was my gift."

"Oh." Sorren contemplated that for amoment. "Are you sorry it's over?' she said, unable to keep the bite
of jealousy from her voice.

Paxe's arms cinched her tight. "I have alover," she said.

They made love right there on the mats, and the woven pattern of the straw pressed itself into Paxe's
bare shoulders.

After lovemaking, Sorren sat naked in the downstairs room and told Paxe about her visit to Marti Hok,
about the story of Sorren of Tornor, and about the finding of the Cards. "It'strue,” she said. "Marti Hok
said so. | truly am anorthern girl."

Paxe said, "Did you tell Marti Hok that you want to go north?"

Sorren gathered her hair into her hands to braid it. "She knew," she said, and blushed, remembering that
Marti Hok had known about Paxe as well. "She knows alot." She halted her braidmaking, recalling
Marti'swords. "She said that I1sak isevil."

Paxe leaned back against a cushion. "Evil is a strong word."

" You_said he was up to something," Sorren pointed out.

"And so heis. You need aribbon, chelito." Rising, Paxe went upstairs. Sorren heard her in the bedroom.
When she came back down, she held a strand of indigo ribbon.

She snaked it over the top of Sorren's head and down across her breasts. Sorren grabbed for it with one

hand. "Don't. It tickles." She tied the ribbon around the tip of the braid and pulled the knot tight. "What
Is heup to?"
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" 1 _don't know," Paxe said. "Why was he so ready to make you unhappy, today? | thought he liked
you."

"I think," Sorren said, "it was because | asked him about the swords."

Paxe froze in the act of sitting. Slowly she lowered herself to the mat. "What about swords?' she said.
"Arretold meto tell him that | saw you in the Y ard with a sword."

Paxe frowned. "What did he say?"

Sorren said, "He asked meif it was a short sword or along sword. | said | didn't know, and he said that
long swords areillegal but that the Council never ruled on the short sword. Was he telling the truth?"

Paxe was |ooking grim again. Sorren wondered for amoment if she should not have told her about Isak.
But then she answered. "He was."

Sorren shook her head to test the braid. It switched like a horsetail. As she gazed at Paxe's frowning
face, asuspicion struck her. "Paxe, _do_you have a sword?’

"Yes," said Paxe. "It isn't mine; it came from one of my soldiers.” Her frown deepened. But Sorren
wanted to shout. If swords returned to the city, maybe the Red Clan would, too!

"Can | seeit?' she said.
Paxe looked up. "Why do you want to seeit?"

Sorren remembered the faces of the storytellers around the pickers fires, and the way their eyes gleamed
when they spoke of the chearis. "I -- I've never seen asword.”

"Neither have most of the folk in thiscity,” said Paxe. "Have you ever seen aknife? | don't mean a
kitchen knife, | mean aweapon."

Sorren thought of Jeshim's knives, and then of Kadra. Her face reddened. What would Paxe say if she
knew about Kadra?"Yes."

"It lookslike that," said Paxe, "only longer."

Clearly, Paxe did not want to show her the weapon. Sorren tried not to look disappointed. "Is it one of
those swords the smugglers are bringing in?"' she asked.

Sharply, Paxe said, "How did you hear about those?"'
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"Isit secret? All the folk in the market are talking about it."
Paxe reached for her shirt. "Yes," she sad. "It's one of those."

Sorren wondered what Arre would say when she told her about Isak. Tomorrow Arre was going to the
Tanjo.... "Do you think the witches will lift the Ban?' she said.

Paxe's face came through the shirt neck. "It hadn't occurred to me," she said. She felt behind her on the
mats for her pants. "I don't know."

Sorren wondered if she should tell Paxe about the lehi. But the memory made her stomach tense. "If the
witches lift the Ban," she said, "the Red Clan might return. 1'd like that."

Paxe's hands clenched in her lap. Emotion flickered over her face like aflame. "Would you?' she said.
"Why?"

Sorren said, "It would be exciting! The Y ards would be open to everyone, the way it used to be, and the
chearis would dance.... Nothing ever happensin the city now. Don't you think it would be exciting to
have the chearis back again, dancing and teaching?"

Paxe said, "l knew a cheari once."

"What?" Sorren blinked. "Y ou never told me -- "

"He's dead now," Paxe said. "l put him in the grave myself. He looked so small there.... | wrapped him
in my own blanket. It was all | had to give him. He was so old, and so dried out from the fever -- lifting
him into the earth was like lifting a child.”

Sorren swallowed. "Y ou never told me," she said, shaken by the upwelling grief in Paxe's face.

"No."

"What was his name?"

"Tyre."

* * % *

At dusk, the Y ard gate shut. Paxe, drawing her cloak about her, glanced through the bars of the gate as
she passed it, and the emptiness made her shiver, without reason. It was that in-between time of night;
light lay in the western sky, but eastward stars were glittering. The moon had not yet risen; tonight it
would not risetill after midnight. Along the avenues the lamplighters were calling: "Aahoo! Aahooo!"
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Paxe passed a guardpost. Her silhouette was distinctive -- "Damn it!" someone whispered, over the rattle
of falling dice. She did not turn. Tonight she was not Paxe, the Med Y ardmaster, but Donita, afarmer
from outside the city. Kemmeth had taught her thistrick. "Go sit in atavern and listen,”" he said, "and
you'll learn more from the gossip than you'll ever hear on rounds."

The smells of onion and anise told Paxe she was passing an herb garden. Kneeling, she kneaded dirt
between her palms until it ground into her pores and under her nails. A dog barked in the nearby cottage,
and Donita the farmer scrambled up, hands realistically dirty, astalk of anise between her teeth.

It was Sorren's talk of swords that made Paxe decide upon this action; that, and her memories of Tyre
which would not let her rest. Tonight she needed noise and laughter and the speech of strangers. She
passed The Cup, the biggest tavern in the district. Its doors were open, and through them drifted inviting
sounds; laughter and the clink of glasses. Someone inside was playing a sho. But The Cup was well
lighted and popular; someonein it would be sure to recognize the Med Y ardmaster. It would not do for
tonight. She turned north, knowing that Donita the farmer would stay near the Northwest Gate. Travelers
tended to keep to the particular sections of the city in which their business got done. Sailors went to the
dockside barsin the Jalar district; merchants and caravaners frequented the inns near the Blue Clan Hall.

Just west of Oil Street lay an aley called The Mouth. Few people lived there; it was lined with
warehouses and some dirty shops. At the foot of the alley sat abar called The Tongue. It was a squat
building, half wood and half red brick. The door was open, and through it Paxe saw the mobile shadows
of people, walking. Choba dishes, too shallow to be called lamps, hung from the ceiling on tarnished
chains, and the scent of heavenweed coiled from the doorway and hung like smoke along the grimy
walls.

Three people were playing the pebble game on the steps. Paxe strolled up to them. Without looking up,
one of them made a gesture. "Go 'round."

"I can't," said Paxe. "No room."

They looked up. "Then go over, if you must," said one, moving aleg a handsbreadth. Paxe turned
sideways and stepped over the game. Deliberately she struck the edge of the board with her hedl,
knocking down pieces -- "Clumsy," muttered the player. Within the hood's shade, Paxe grinned. She
knew two of the players, they both worked in a Med warehouse, and neither of them had recognized her.
It was hot in the tavern's common room. The smell of broiled fish came from the kitchen, mixed with the
scent of wine. Unfastening her cloak, Paxe signaled a server to bring her atankard. "Hot in here," she
remarked to the man nearest her.

He glanced at her and then away, uninterested. "Uh-huh."

A cluster of Asech in the corner were playing dice and smoking heavenweed. Smoke hung over their
heads in a blue cloud. A noisier dice game was going on at atable near the kitchen. Paxe pushed her way
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to the table and joined the row of spectators. People talked over dice games. A big woman with
tricolored hair was tossing the dice. She had more bontasin front of her than anyone else at the table.
"Come baby, come sweetheart, come lovey," she crooned into her cupped hands. "Eeyah!" She let them
go. They bounced across the varnished top and stuck in a groove between planks. "Seven! Pay me!" She
snapped her fingers at the other players. She had a scar running up one bare arm, and her brown eyes
were shrewd and hard as glass. The other players grumbled, and one of them threw down three
fingerlings and | eft the table. Another man immediately took his empty place.

"Heard about old Scivith?' said someone.
"What about him?" said the woman with the scar, shaking the dice.
"He ran off with agirl from Shanan. Took all the bones in the house. Beria's mad as a hornet.”

"She's better off without him. Come baby, come lovey -- " The dice rolled again. "Four." She passed
them on. "Y our turn, Toby."

Toby lost. The dice went around the table. Someone else | eft, and Paxe took her place. The big woman
smiled heartily at her. "A newcomer. Welcome to the table, friend. Y ou know the rules? Evens lose,
odds win, seven, nine, and eleven double the stake. The bet is three fingerlings."

"Thank you," said Paxe, lengthening her syllablesinto afarmer's drawl. She reached into her pocket for
her money string and laid three small bontas on the table.

The other players exchanged surreptitious smiles. "Where you from?' asked the big woman.
"Thevalley," Paxe said vaguely.
The woman on Paxe's right thumped the table. " Quit yammering and play."

The dice went round. Paxe won alittle; so did the big woman. No one else won anything. "My name's
Annali," said the big woman.

"Donita-no-Elli." Elli was acommon name.

"Been intown long?"

"I cameintoday." Paxe watched the dice fall. They looked all right. But Annali did not. Paxe recognized
the swindler's manner without ever having seen this particular swindler. She wondered if Annali worked
alone or with a partner, and how long she had been milking this district. "Almost didn't make the

closing. It took an hour to get through the Gate. They searched my wagon down to the axles. What were
they looking for?"
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Four or five voices told her. "Swords. Weapons.”

"In my wagon?' Paxe looked shocked.

"In al the wagons," said Toby. He leaned back in his chair. The server brought Paxe her tankard.

"A round for the table," ordered the man standing behind Paxe. She maneuvered alook at him. He was
small and thin, wearing baggy gray clothes. He did not look the sort of man with money to waste in a
dice game, but he was watching the table avidly, fingers tapping his hips, thumbs tucked casually into
his sturdy leather belt.

So he was the partner. Paxe wondered how much money she was going to have to lose to get the
information she wanted. The scam had not been going on very long, she guessed, no more than afew
weeks, or the guards would have tumbled to it. The game was honest until a stranger joined it, and then
Annali switched the dice. If the stranger stayed sober, she ssimply lost. If she got drunk, sometimes she
lost and sometimes she won, and then got robbed on the way home.

Paxe wondered if the other players pretended to themselves not to know what Annali was. Some of them

might even be honest, or stupid. Annali threw the dice and lost. The big woman's hands were in constant
motion. She gestured, she clapped, she rubbed them together.

One of the players was staring fixedly at Paxe. "Y ou sure you know how to play this game?' he said. "I
know some farmers who lost al their money playing dice."

Annali frowned at him. "Chano, how rude. Y ou can see Donita knows how to play. Besides, we don't
play likethat. Thisisafriendly game." Her smile a the man showed all her teeth. "Donita, what did you
have in your wagon?"

"Corn, melons, cherries, and peaches."

"How are the melons this harvest?'

"Fat as ababy's bottom." The dice came to Paxe. She tossed them and caught them again. She thought
the weight was different but could not be sure. "I thought edged weapons were forbidden in the city,”
she said.

"They are," said the woman on her right. She yawned, gap-toothed. "But someone's bringin' them in."

"Who?"' sad Paxe.

The woman shrugged. "No one knows."
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"Y ou gonna play?' said Toby to Paxe.

Paxe threw. "Ninel Pay up." She gathered her bontas into stacks as the other players groaned.

Chano was down to one deuce. The dice came to him; he threw, and lost. Cursing softly, he stood,
swaying like a sapling in the wind. "That's done me. Good night, all. Good night, farmer. Watch who
you spend your time with." He hiccoughed. A spectator slid into his seat as he staggered away.

"| seen asword," said the woman on Paxe's right.

Everyone looked up.

"My man brought it home from the river. Said someone there sold it to him. Said the metal wasn't very
good. Hid it in the woodshed."

Paxe said, "The guards at the Gate told me to stay away from the river. They said people have been
getting hurt there."

Toby grinned. "That's the Ismenin boys; they just like to play. Jalaras got no sense of humor."
Everybody guffawed. Toby threw and lost. "Damn, looks like luck's just not running my way."

Thetalk turned to the harvest. Paxe listened, pretending to drink. She wondered how many of the people
in the tavern had seen a sword. Weapons were not real to cityfolk, she decided. The dice went round
again. The pile of bonesin front of Annali was bigger than ever. Paxe finished her wine and pretended to
nearly knock the empty tankard down. "Whoo. | must be drunker than | thought | was." She rubbed her
temples with her fingers but made no moveto leave.

"Another round for the table," said the man she'd marked as Annali's accomplice.

"You get fightsin this district, too?' Paxe asked. The man who had taken Chano's seat threw and lost.
"Here?' Toby laughed. "Not here. The captains would skin anyone who tried it. Thisisaquiet part of
town. This game's the most exciting thing init." He slapped the table, and the bontas jumped. "Thisis
the Med district, and Arre Med wants it that way. Quiet."

"Where are those swords going, then?' said Paxe.

"Guardian knows! Over to the river district, maybe, so that the |smeninas can play with them."

The woman on Paxe's right said, "I heard the White Clan might say something about the swords."

"Maybe they will," said Annali. "No one knows what the witchfolk will do. Toby, play."
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Toby played and lost. "Fuck it." He passed the dice to the woman on Paxe's right and glared at Annali.
"Don't know what we got a Council for. Council could stop the sword trade if it wanted to. Witchfolk
run this city now, and the Council's just for show. Babe at breast can see that." The woman on Paxe's
right threw the dice and won. "Fuck. Everyone wins but me."

"Patienceisavirtue," Annali said softly. She scooped the dice from the table and passed them to Paxe.
Paxe fumbled and dropped them.

"My head hurts," she complained.
"L ooks like our farmer's gonnaleave us," said the man who had taken Chano's place.
Annali smiled. "Play one more round," she said. Her voice was butter-smooth. "Last time lucky."

Paxe played one more round, and won. She slapped the table. "That's it. I'm getting out." She shoveled
her winnings into her pockets. Someone moved to take her chair. "Thank you all."

"Come back anytime," said Toby, his good humor restored. The man she'd picked out as Annali's partner
had vanished. Paxe weaved to the door, still pretending drunkenness, and noticed that the Asech dice
game, too, had broken up.

The gamesters had |eft the tavern steps. Paxe stood in the road, breathing softly, and listening. She heard
nothing except the tavern noise. She began to walk, taking big, unsteady strides. After awhile, she heard
the telltale tap of bootheels at her back.

She grinned into the darkness. Tyre's training had honed her skills to a sharpness that only the desert-
born Asech could match. She led her shadower on for two more blocks and then melted into the night.
Annali's accomplice wandered forward, and then began to search the gutters and doorways for his
quarry, as Paxe sat on the roof of a shed, listening to him puff and grunt and swear. She slid from the
roof and staggered beneath alamp. He immediately saw her, and she led him into a cul-de-sac, her own
mouth stretching with laughter as he tried to be secretive behind her back. Finally she stopped, swayed,
and pretended to be sick. Abandoning caution, he loped forward, and Paxe bent backward, balancing on
one hand and one leg, and swung her other leg like a scythe.

He went sprawling down. She jumped him and locked his elbows behind his back. He tried to break her
hold by falling backward, and she tightened the grip and closed thumb and forefinger over his nose. "I'll
snap it," she said, twisting, and he whined and went limp. She put him belly down in the dirt and put her
knee in the small of his back. "I could give you to the guard,” she said.

He breathed painfully.

"Who was the man who left the table early?"
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"Chano. He'sa pimp."

Paxe closed her hand around his windpipe. "Who is he?' she said, squeezing.
"Ah -- don't!" he gasped. "He -- heliveson Eel Street. He's a weaver."
"Why did he try to warn me?"

"Guardian, | don't know. | wish he hadn't."

"Don't blame him," Paxe said. "l knew what was happening before | sat down."

She contemplated handing him to the guards, and decided not to. She was sure they would not stay in the
district, not now. Besides -- she smiled to herself -- thelittle scuffle had made her feel good, and she
could afford to be magnanimous. She let the thief rise to his knees. "Next time don't be so quick to
follow a stranger," she said. "Get out of here. Don't look behind you." Shakily, he stood and then

stepped away from her, carefully not turning. Silent as a ghost, Paxe followed him to the alley's exit,
resisting with difficulty her impulse to at the last minute yell, "Boo!"

She was halfway home when she realized that she was again being followed.

It was not the thief, she was sure of that. Who was it? She doubled back to ook, but the street was bare
as aplucked field. She stood in a doorway, listening, but heard nothing. She walked from the doorstep
and before she'd gone three blocks, heard the barest rhythmic whisper of cloth on the dirt. She frozein a
pool of shadow. The sounds stopped.

Furious, she let herself in a gate, traversed a garden, and climbed a fence. The light had grown. She
looked west. The moon, not quite full but nearly as bright as the harvest moon itself, wasrising like a
beacon over the line of the horizon. It gleamed on some white shellsin the garden. Paxe picked up a
shell and threw it into a nearby yard, starting a noise of chickens. A dog barked. A door banged. "Who's
there!" Under the concealing shouts, Paxe drew her hood over her face and returned to the street.

In two more blocks, she heard her shadower. She did not stop to think. There was a grape trellis to hand;
in four strides she was up it, and from it onto the dlippery, slimy tiles of aroof. She lay flat, squinting
over the edge, waiting for her shadower to come to find her. He did not. Grinning, she wriggled along
the ridgepol e to the other side of the house. The top of arainbarrel made a convenient steppingstone to
the ground. Taking her boots off, she hung them around her neck. She walked through a stand of kava
trees, and emerged with her bare feet sticky from the fallen kavas. The only way her pursuer would
catch her now was if he had the nose of awolf.

On the Street of the Smiths, she heard the sound of footsteps.
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Sheran, silent as a deer on the desert, stretching her legs, feeling the wind beat at her face. He was good,
very good, but now she was five blocks from home. She went into the public baths and out again. She
ran through an alley, into the back door of a pipe den, and out the front door, while the drowsy patrons
gaped at her. She climbed one fence and dlid across a potter's clay pit, and climbed a second and came
down into arose bush. Thorns pricked her ankles. She went into a stable and shinnied out the window,
as the mules and horses turned puzzled eyesin her direction, looking much like the people in the pipe
den had. She went twice into the same alley and came out each time a different way, and then she
stopped, and listened.

She heard footsteps.

Grinning, she went to meet them, plucking rose petals from her hair. A shadow detached itself from the
night and met her. They embraced, breathing hard. "When did you know?' Kaleb said.

Paxe laughed, and lied, tucking her arm around his shoulders. His came around her waist. "l aways
knew."

They strolled up the street. Paxe's breathing evened. "l saw you in the tavern," Kaleb said.
"I didn't see you. Were you playing dice, there in the corner?’

"Y es. What brought you there?"

"I wanted to hear the gossip.”

"That's agood placeto do it. What did you think of Annali?"'

Paxe chuckled. "She's very good. How long has she been working this district?”

"Three weeks. Y ou spoiled my plan. | was looking forward to cleaning them out."

"Ivor didn't spot them."

"No. He'syoung; he'll learn.”

"Why did you let Annali and her friend go on for three weeks?' Paxe said.

Kaeb said, "I didn't know about them till three days ago. They're smart; they halt the game at change of
watch."

"They know your reputation.” Paxe hugged him. "Guardian, that was fun."

"It was, wasn't it." His tone was wistful.
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"Kaleb, are you homesick?' They were two streets from the Med house. They walked beneath alamp,
and the lamplight shone on Kaleb's face, giving it a bronze glow. The red stones in his earlobes gleamed
like drops of blood. Paxe halted, and turned Kaleb to face her. "Are you?"

"Sometimes," he said. "When the wind blows off the sea, | get restless. Thisisachilly town for a desert
rider, and it's difficult to feel at home in acity without horses or a place to let them run."

Paxe had never been much of arider. She put both hands on Kaleb's shoulders. "Do you want to |eave?"
"No," hesaid. "My homeis here. | like my work. Besides, | would missyou."

She swallowed. She had feared suddenly that he would say yes. They walked alittle further. "I wonder
where lvor is?' she said, and put her hand up to her face to hide ayawn.

"Inthe Yard," said Kaleb. Suddenly, he stopped. "Paxe -- when thisis over, when the smuggling has
ceased, after Festival -- let'sleave the city. We could go west, into my country, and ride, and hunt. My
people would make us welcome."

The breeze blew through the kavas. Paxe sighed, remembering the brilliance of the starsin the desert,
away from the fog and the city's dust. "For how long?"' she said, tempted.

"For aslong as Arre Med could spare us."

Paxe grimaced. "Arre would not want usto go at all." But it could be managed, she thought; Sereth was
competent, she could take him from the Gate and name him second, Ivor would play Y ardmaster.... "We
can't, Kaleb. Not now. Maybein ayear."

"I suppose.” He kissed her cheek. "Good night, my friend." As he turned to go, the scent of heavenweed
tickled her nostrils.

She went to her cottage. It felt very empty. The cushions were all over the place, and she straightened
them. The lower room smelled of sex. Moonlight shone through the window screen, making a line of

light on the wall. The house was cold. Her bed was cold; she sat on it, yawning. She played the chase
that evening over in her head, wondering what Arre would say if she knew her commanders had gone
capering over rooftops and in and out of bathhouses like children.

She pulled her clothes off, and hugged her pillow to her. It had been fun. So had her scuffle with
Annali'slittle friend been fun. For a moment that night, though, Kaleb had frightened her. She did not
want him to leave the city. She loved him; she needed him. Paxe's eyes stung. Tyre was dead, Ricard
was gone, Arre was preoccupied and growing more inaccessible as she aged.... Paxe turned in bed,
determined not to weep, not to pity herself, and not to think -- how could she not think! -- of Sorren.
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Chapter Ten

Smoothing her clothing with one hand, Arre scowled at the litter. It sat in the front courtyard. Paxe stood
at the front gate, waiting to see her off. She had ordered the Med flag tied to the litterpoles, so that
everyone it passed would know who was inside it.... Arre wished she had not decided to take alitter. She
detested them; they made every journey public. She was in good health, and it was ostentatious to ride.
The only people who used litters, besides the old and sick, were wealthy city merchants who liked to
display their lack of taste, or strangers who might otherwise get |ost.

She was nervous, and it made her ill-tempered. She glanced at Sorren, who stood behind her, inside the
hall. Something had happened to the child; it had put a hard edge to her voice and afiercenessin her
laugh. She had reconciled with Paxe, or Paxe with her. That was good. The reconciliation had occurred
soon after Sorren's return from Isak's house, and Arre wondered how much Sorren's new humor had to
do with Isak.

Isak. All her thoughts returned to him. Her mind went around the patterns. Isak was allied to Ron
Ismenin. Ron Ismenin was bringing swords into the city. ChaMinto was allied to I1sak; _he wanted the
Ismeninas to have a Council seat. Kim Batto wanted the Ismeninas on the Council, and he was allied to
the White Clan. The Ismeninas were stirring up fights in the Jalar district. One of the Ismenin brothers
was planning to marry into the Ryth clan, and, for reasons Arre did not know, to become a member of
that house. His inheritance portion went with him. Arre wondered why the Ismeninas would so easily
agree to give up money. She was reasonably sure that it had nothing to do with tradition.

The letters she had sent to the heads of the great houses telling them about the swords had done their
work; the city was humming like a wasps nest, as the innocent acted to stem the smuggling of blades
and the guilty sought to conceal it. Paxe had reported that morning that the number of weapons found at
the Gates had dropped. But that might mean the smugglers had found another way of bringing them in.
Even if no new weapons were entering the city, the ones that had gotten past the guards were still inside
-- hidden by the Ismeninas, Arre guessed. Unless the Council ordered the Ismeninas to submit to a
search of their property, al their property, Arre doubted that the weapons would be found.

And that, she was sure, the Council would not agree to do.

The Council, if it chose to, could announce that the Ban, despite its flawed construction, applied to short
swords as well aslong ones. But the Council's declaration would mean little without the support of the
Tanjo. Arre frowned. Kim Batto had voted to put the Ismeninas on the Council, and he was the voice of
the White Clan. Did that mean the White Clan was somehow allied to the Ismeninas? What if the White
Clan _wanted weapons returned to Kendra-on-the-Delta?

There was only one way to find out, and she was doing it. Her stomach ached, with the plaintive pain it

reserved for telling her it wanted something sweet, but Arre ignored it. Sweets made her complacent,
and for a meeting with the L'hel she wanted all her wits about her.
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How had the White Clan -- and theL'hel, itschief -- come to have so much power in Arun? She
wasn't sure. The Clan itself was only a hundred years old. They seemed like upstarts compared to the
Med house, which could count its generations back five hundred years, to before the founding of the
city. It was true that the country had enjoyed great prosperity and peace in those years. But why give the
witchfolk credit for that? Arre thought. It's we, the wealthy families of the city, who have had to find
ways to deal with increased trade and rising population. The witchfolk received the praise, but it was the
ruling families whose shoulders bore the responsibility.

She looked at the angle of the sun on the courtyard tiles: it was time for her to be going. She nodded to
Paxe, who signaled to the litter-bearers. They took their places at the litter poles. A line of polished
spearheads marched to the Gate and stopped; it was her escort. Pushing the silk hangings aside, Arre
entered the litter. No matter how they aired them out, the damned things seemed to stink. She tapped on
the wall of the silk-paper box. The litter lurched, throwing her forward and then back, and she set her
teeth, loathing the motion, the confinement, her helplessness....

"Yai!" sad Paxe, her voice a muffled shout.

"Ho -- andho -- and ho -- and ho -- " The litter bounced in time to rhythm as the bearers chanted
softly. Arre clutched the cushion. Through the gap in the swaying curtain she saw her own gate, the kava
tree, the escort moving backward -- no, she was moving forward. The two lines of soldiers had split to
let the litter fit between them. The litter tilted again, and Arre seized the cushions and swore under her
breath. "Ho -- " chanted the bearers, and flanked by guards, Arre rode away from her house, down the
Med hill.

* * % *

The journey was mercifully brief.

The litter-bearers were careful, and when at last they set her down within the Tanjo precinct, Arre was
so grateful to be stationary that she smiled at them and told the captain of the guard to give them alittle
more money. She was amazed to be on the ground all in one piece and without a bruise. With the guard
behind her looking very formidable, she walked toward the Tanjo entrance. The great red building was
Imposing. She told herself not to be too impressed.

At the Tanjo door she hesitated, and as she waited a man came from it. She recognized him, and was
jolted not to see him, but to see him here, now. It was Kim Batto.

"Arre!" He smiled. "Y ou are expected. Go right in." He stepped out of her path and strolled away.
Thoughtfully she watched him. He hadn't brought a guard, and he had taken painsto let her know he
knew what she was doing there.... It was a good way to make himself look important. She caught one of
her guards making the moon horns at Kim's retreating form, and suppressed a smile.
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"Thank you, Captain," she said. "l expect to see you in an hour."

The wide white pavement was very clean. Arre watched the guard march away. Then, turning, she went
through the Tanjo door. It was dim inside. Stolidly the Guardian stared down at her, at the other people
in the red room, at the city, at the world.... It was only a statue. She stared at it grimly, refusing to
succumb to the lure of awe and worship. It was only a statue. She had one like it in her front hall, made
by the same sculptor. It was only a statue.

Someone whispered her name; she had been recognized. Two women kneeling near the statue's base
were staring at her. They blushed as she looked at them, but continued to whisper to each other. She put
her hands together in the posture of supplication and bowed, hating the political necessity which made
her do so.

"Arre Med." Thiswas not awhisper. An acolyte approached her.
"Yes?'
"Please come thisway." He beckoned, and she followed him.

He took her around the statue to a door dimly remembered from the last time she had met with Jerrin-no-
Dovriai Elath. The blue tiles which formed an archway over it matched the blue tiles on the floor. The
door was a screen, easily opened. The acolyte gestured for her to precede him. She stepped through into
asimilarly tiled hallway.

"You are Arre Med," said the woman standing there. She had an extraordinary voice, deep and husky.
Her face was smooth and sensuous beneath a heavy drape of long black hair. The hem of her white
gown brushed the patterned tiles. "Y ou are welcome to the Tanjo. | am Senta-no-Jorith."

She said her name as if she expected Arre to know her. Her poise and graceful bearing made the older
woman feel awkward. It was afeeling Arre was used to and she waited for it to pass.

"Please come with me," Senta said. The hallway was short and it ended at an archway which opened
directly onto a sunny courtyard.

In the middle of the courtyard was a grassy garden filled with flowers, a pool with red fish swimming in
it, and a bench. Jerrin-no-Dovriai Elath was sitting on the bench. He stood when Arre appeared. He was
much as she remembered him: dark-skinned (though not as dark as she) light-haired, with dark blue
eyes, and scars across both cheeks. He wore white silks. A gold ring with awhite stone ornamented the
middle finger of his left hand. He was stocky, with awrestler's broad shoulders, and he was only alittle
taller than she was.

"It's a pleasure to see you again, Arre Med," he said. His voice was pleasant. "Please sit." He pointed to
one end of the stone bench.
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Arresat. "Thank you, L'hel," she said. With a swirl of his robes, Jerrin sat opposite her. The black-haired
woman, graceful as an acrobat, sat at hisfeet, hands folded in her lap. Her robes were dazzlingly white
against the green.

"I told my guards to return for me in one hour," Arre said.

"I am sure we will have our business done within that time," said Jerrin. "May | offer you refreshment?
Wine? Water? Tea?'

"Wine," she said. She expected him to call for a servant. Instead, he smply glanced toward the red stone
building. Arre heard the sound of a screen dliding on itsrunner. A blue crystal ewer and three blue cups
floated from the building and, asif invisible hands held them up, sailed across the sun-filled courtyard
and deposited themselves at the L'hel's feet. Senta picked up the ewer and poured wine into the cups.
She handed one to the L'hel and one to Arre.

Arretook it firmly in both hands. "I didn't know you could do that," she said.

"My giftislifting,” Jerrin said. "And since | thought it best that we speak in private, | arranged to have
wine set out beforehand.”

"Can you lift anything?' Arre asked. The cup was light.

"Heavy objects are more difficult,” he said. "I could not lift this bench. | might be ableto lift you from
it."

Arre managed not to reach out and clutch the edge of the bench. "Y ou needn't demonstrate,” she said.
He laughed. "I won't. Within these walls, everyone has seen such tricks; it's refreshing to talk to
someone to whom they are still impressive." His voice grew self-deprecating. "I was showing off, I'm
afraid."

Arre smiled, and sipped her wine. It was very tasty. She said so.

"From the Med vineyards," Jerrin said.

She nodded her appreciation. She recognized the wine; it was not cheap. Nor were the goblets and
pitcher, nor the silks the witches wore, nor the gold on Jerrin's finger, nor the blue and silver tiles that
made such lovely patterns on the Tanjo floors. The White Clan paid for part of this with money given it
by the city, apportioned from city taxes. The rest of its money came from other sources; from the Blue

Clan, from the craftsguilds, and of course, from the grateful populace of Arun.

She smoothed her silks. The fine feel of the fabric gave her pleasure and reassurance. She had left off
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her bracelets when dressing this morning, thinking that the L'hel might find them frivolous, and she
missed them. She wondered who Senta-no-Jorith was, and why she was present at this discussion. She
decided to begin it, obliquely.

"The harvest is excellent this year, my managerstell me, L'hel. It would be a shame if Harvest Festival
were to be spoiled by the presence of edged weapons.”

"Please," he said, "call me Jerrin. Titles are formal, and we are not strangers, therefore we do not have to
be formal. You areright, it would be aterrible shame. We must hope it does not happen. The Guardian
has blessed us this year; the harvest is indeed abundant, and the Festival will no doubt be crowded. |

plan to be there myself, to open it with the Invocation. | know the Blue Clan and the Guilds have
arranged the usual entertainment for the people. | understand your brother is to dance -- 7"

Arre tensed. "My brother dances every year."
"Heisvery good," said the L'hdl.

Even Arre did not like hearing her brother patronized by Jerrin-no-Dovriai Elath. "He is more than very
good," she said tartly. "He has the right to wear the shariza, which no other dancer in this city has."

"Indeed,” said Jerrin. "You praise him, yet | believe you do not get along."

"That is correct,” said Arre. Witches knew everything, some people said. Arre doubted this, but she was
sure that Kim Batto had told the L'hel everything he knew, thought, or suspected about the Med family,
including that sister and brother detested each other, and that |sak had never adjusted to the fact that
Arre, not he, had stepped into their dead mother's shoes.

"It isamatter of some concern to me," said Jerrin gravely, "that families, particularly noble families,
should not be at odds with one another."

"Oh?" said Arre.

"For instance," Jerrin went on, "1 understand that you object to the seating of the Jalar house and the
Ismenin house on the Council. May | know why?'

"It is not customary for Council business to be discussed outside the Council," said Arre.

Jerrin smiled. "But you can tell me," he said, his voice smooth as cream. "Unless you prefer that | hear it
from Kim Batto -- ?

Arre folded her hands. Her buttocks ached, and she found herself wishing for a cushion, and shade. "I

have no objections to the membership of the Jalaras on the Council," she said. "I object to the Ismeninas,
because they are young and ambitious and cannot be trusted.”
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The L'hel pursed hislips. "It might be easier to control them on the Council."

"I have no guarantee of that," Arre pointed out, "and it gives them access to power they do not now
possess. | think they and the city are better off without it."

The woman at Jerrin's feet said softly, "Why do you think the Ismeninas are not to be trusted, Arre
Med?'

Arre turned the faceted cup between her palms. "Because | believe they are responsible for the presence
of swordsin the city."

"Have you proof?' said Senta.

"No," said Arre. "But consider. One. The Ismeninas own the iron deposits which were found west of
Shanan. Two. The Ismenin Yard is teaching sword techniques. Three. The Ismenin brothers like to fight.
Thisiswell known in the city. They are not a peaceful family."

"I know all this," said Jerrin. "I also know that the Ismeninas are not the only family to teach the sword.
At least one other noble house has plansto do so." He smiled.

"I admit it," said Arre. "However, | am sure you can see why. | would be pleased to cancel my order to
my Y ardmaster if Ron Ismenin were to interrupt his Y ard's training."

"] doubt he will," said Jerrin.

"But," Arresaid, "I did not come here to accuse the | smeninas of anything, though it must sound likeit. |
came to ask the Tanjo and the White Clan what the White Clan plansto do about the swords in the city."

"What the White Clan will do?' said Senta. "Or what the White Clan would like to see the Council do?'

"The Council would not presume to dictate to the White Clan," said Arre. "Will the White Clan dictate
to the Council?

"No," said Senta. "But if the White Clan had a position on the Council, the two could act as one."

Arre had not expected the conversation to turn to this, but the arguments against it were burned into her
mind. "There are two good reasons why the Council refuses to give the White Clan aplaceon it. The
first is the matter of function. The White Clan heals, makes weather, and speaks the truth: those are its
functions, which the Council cannot duplicate. The Council rules. That isits function, which the White
Clan cannot duplicate. Second; if the Council admits the White Clan to membership, it would have to
admit the Black Clan and the Blue Clan, and | suppose the Green Clan as well."
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"What about the Red Clan?" said Jerrin.
"Thereisno Red Clan."
Jerrin lifted his cup. "Y our second argument is more valid than your first," he said.
"What do you mean?' Arre said.
"Y ou are correct to say that if the Council admitted the White Clan to membership, it might also be
expected to admit the other Clans, which would make ruling that much more difficult. However, no
individual member of the Council rules the city. The Council as awhole does so. Thus, to admit the
White Clan to membership would give the White Clan no more power to rule the city than has any

individual house."

"Ruling is a charge upon the noble houses of the city," Arre said. "We are trained to it. We have
experience."

"l am also trained to it," Jerrin said. "I rule the Tanjo."
"If you were a member of the Council, who would rule the Tanjo?" Arre said.

"But | would not want to be a member of the Council,” said Jerrin. "As you might say, that is not the
L'hel's function."

Arrewaited, until it grew clear that he was not going to go on without coaxing. "Who, then, would the
White Clan propose to be its member on the Council ?*

"A Truthfinder," said Jerrin.

Diplomacy, Arre thought grimly, is not a matter for truth. "No. When it becomes necessary for the
Council to have proof of the Ismeninas' actions, proof will be found. Thisis an internal matter."

"Then why did you write to tell me about it?' he said.

"Because bringing weapons into the city is not only against city law, but, by the terms of the Ban, it is
ni‘chea," said Arre. "Also -- | thought you would want to know."

Jerrin smiled. The silence deepened. Arre's stomach rumbled; it was begging for a sweet. She drank a
little wine to calm it. She wondered if Ron Ismenin ever sat here. "Have you considered,” she said, "that
you have amoral authority the Council lacks? Y ou might, if you chose, approach the Ismeninas directly
and suggest to them that bringing swords into the city is an unwise move."

"I might," said Jerrin, "if the Ismeninas had ever asked for my opinion. But Ron Ismenin has never
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spoken to me."

How convenient, Arre thought. But Kim Batto talks to you, and Kim Batto supports the Ismeninas....
Jerrin'sindigo eyes were fixed on her face, and she had the uneasy feeling that he knew her thought.

"Areyou a Truthfinder?' she asked.

He looked startled, and his eyes dlid from hers. "Me? No, | am a mindlifter. Witches usually only have
onetalent. | have no access to your mind, and if | did, | would not use it. That would be discourteous.”

"And you are not discourteous." She wondered if she could believe him. "How old are you, may | ask?’
He touched hisfine silky hair. "Forty-seven. | was named L'hel at thirty-nine."

"Isit alifetime office?'

"It can be. Therearethree _L'helis ; one here, one in Tezera, and one in Shanan. The other two are
much older than | am." He turned his cup in his hand, and the ring on his finger caught and reflected the
light. "In my case, | think it will not be. | grow tired."

She did not believe him. He was winding her about with charm, like a spider winding silk around a
victim. Openness could be a deceit; she had used it so, and knew the tactic. "Where did the scars on your

face come from?' she said. "They look regular, asif they were put there deliberately."

"They were." Jerrin brushed his left cheek with his hand. "The Asech made them; they mark their
witchfolk that way. The scars were once marks of shame but now are badges of honor."

"Y ou are not Asech, why do you have them?"
"I lived with the Asech witches for two years."
"What do Asech witches do?’

"Heal," he said, "make weather, and tell the truth. They also serve to keep the tribes in touch with one
another. Sending a courier across the desert is slow, and not always safe. Sending a thought is faster."

Arre drained her cup. Talk made her thirsty. Shelifted it. "May | trouble you for more wine?"
He floated the cup from her hands and refilled it without touching it. Watching the pitcher lift and pour
al by itself gave her an eerie feeling, asif the objectsin the garden, the flowers, the bench, the stones,

the gliding fish, were sentient and could listen and maybe talk.

"Thank you," she said. "May we talk further about swords?' Jerrin inclined his head, agreeing. "They
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say witches know everything that happensin the city. Were you aware that the | smeninas have been
smuggling swords through the Gates, and that they have been teaching swordplay to their soldiers?'

Senta answered. "We knew this."

"And you let it continue?'

"What would you like usto do?" said Jerrin.

"Declare the Ismeninas ni‘chea," suggested Arre.

Jerrin chuckled. "That would tear the city apart."

"Declare swords ni‘chea.”

"We have. The Ban exists."

"Short swords are not covered by the Ban, and the Ismeninas are bringing in short swords!"
"L et the Council state that short swords are covered by the Ban, and they will be," said Jerrin.
"Will the White Clan support the Council ?*

Jerrin's voice was silken. "The Council rules. The White Clan heals, makes weather, and speaks truth.
Does the Council depend on the White Clan's support?’

Arre gripped the crystal cup so tightly that she feared it would shatter. "In this matter, yes."

There was silence: an angry silence on Arre's part. She had been pushed to an admission she had not
wanted to make. The quiet was broken by a bird's loud singing. A red bird swooped from the sky, to
land at Senta's feet. She smiled at it and held out an elegant hand. Ruffling its feathers, it flew from the
grass to her wrist and perched there as she stroked it gently with one finger. "Thisis Leeka," she said.
"For two seasons now, she and her mate have built their nest in the Tanjo dome." Her voice was warm.
Arre glanced toward the L'hel, and froze. He was staring at the two, woman and bird, with rage in his
face. He saw Arre looking at him, and smoothed it away at once, but not fast enough. She wondered
what he could possibly object to in Senta's affection for the dove. She had seen that ook before, on her
brother's face; it betokened injured pride, and bitter jealousy. She rubbed her arms, which felt suddenly
chilled, despite the hot sun.

Sentaflicked her fingers upward. "Go, Leeka," she said. The bird soared into the air.

"Arre Med," said Jerrin, "have you ever heard of foreseeing?"
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Now what? Arre thought. "I know it isawitch-gift."

"Do you know how it works?' Arre shook her head. "Witches who can see things before they happen are
called foreseers. It is an uncertain gift; we do not understand it yet, and so, when we see things, we don't
know if the thingswe see _are going to happen, or _may_ be going to happen.”

"How can you -- " Arre scowled. The future was the time that had not happened yet, how could it exist
to be "seen"? It made no sense to her. "Why do you tell me this?' she said.

"Our foreseers have seen atime when people in Kendra-on-the-Delta battle in the streets, with swords."
Arre caught her breath and he lifted a hand to keep her silent. "We see another time when short swords
are banned in the city by order of the Council. We see _another__ time when the city isfilled with
strangers who come from ships like our fishing boats but bigger, much bigger, sailing out of the south,
strange men and women who wear odd clothes and cannot speak our language, and we see _another
when ships come from the south bearing warriors who enter the city and pull down the walls, and burn
the houses of the people.”

Arre shivered. Automatically her hand made the "avert" sign. "Are any of these futures going to
happen?"’

"We do not know," said Jerrin. "Perhaps none of them will. | tell you this not so that it may frighten you
but that it may teach you alesson that we in the Tanjo have learned. It is not an easy one but it is simple.
_Do nothing._"

Arre gazed into the depths of her cup, thinking: Is this the advice you give to Kim Batto?

"And," continued Jerrin, "when next the White Clan requests membership on the Council, do not refuse
it."

"I am only one vote on the Council, L'hel; | do not make that decision.”

"But you are its strongest voice," said Senta. "Boras Sul is not worth mentioning, ChaMinto is --
biddable, shall we say, and Marti Hok isold."

"You don't mention Kim."

"Kim Battowill doas| -- aswe -- tell him," said the woman. Her eyes lifted to Arre's; they were
black as the bird's, and opaque as stone.

Stepsrustled in the grass. A dark boy in a short white gown approached the bench. "Excuse me, L'hel,
Lehi, but the Lady Arre's escort is within the Gate, and they wish to know where sheis."

"Asyou can see, Niko, sheishere,” said Senta. She reached to take one of Arre's handsin both of hers.
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"Tell them sheis sitting in the garden, enjoying the sun, and that she will come presently."

The acolyte bowed and scurried away. Arre took her hand back. Steadily she eyed the white-gowned
woman. "You are aHealer," she said.

Sentanodded. "I have that gift. | am also a Truthfinder."

Jerrin said, "Senta. See the Lady Arre to the Gate."

Sentarose. "L'hel," she murmured, and bowed. Arre stood. Her knees crackled, and her back hurt. Senta
led the way through the pillared, tiled hallway to the domed building. Within the dome, she turned to
face the statue of the Guardian and bowed, long hair dipping to the tile, her body strong and graceful as
awillow. The statue smiled enigmatically upon them both.

The guard troop was drawn up in two lines before the Gate. Arre started toward it; Senta put a hand on
her arm. "Arre Med," she said, "l have afavor to ask you. Y ou have a bondservant in your employ, a girl
of northern birth. Her hair is gold. Y ou know the girl | mean?"’

"Yes."

"I should like to speak to her. | mean her no harm, | assure you. Will you send her to me?’

Arrée's thoughts jumbled. What could a Truthfinder want with Sorren? " She will not want to come," she
said. "She fears the Tanjo."

"I know," said Senta. She bent her head close to Arre's ear. "She isright to fear some of us. And wrong
to fear others."

She's not talking about Sorren, Arre thought. "Who isit right to fear?' she murmured.

"Power is dangerous,” said Senta. "Fear who needs it most." She smiled, asif she had just said
something trivial. "The L'hel is your enemy, Arre Med." In the depths of those remarkable eyes,
something glittered -- truth? Arre thought. "Farewell." Turning, she nodded at the soldiers, and walked
with long, graceful strides back toward the Tanjo dome.

Chapter Eleven

Arre's stomach churned.

Is that so, she thought. But the warning shook her. What had _she_ done to incur the enmity of the

L'hel? And why should she trust Senta-no-Jorith, who appeared to be no more than the L'hel's
mouthpiece? She squinted toward the dome, but the Truthfinder had vanished.
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A man's voice said, from above her head: "Lady?"
She looked up. The guard captain loomed above her. She scowled. "What do _you want?"
He took a step back. "We are ready to escort you home," he said.

"Thank you," Arre said. She contemplated walking. But it would take too long, and Paxe would be
rightfully furious if she did it. "Call me alitter." He bowed and whistled between his teeth.

"Besureit's clean,” she snapped at him, and he bowed again. The litter appeared, blue flags flying, on
the other side of the Gate. Arre climbed into it, ignoring the captain's outstretched arm. She wondered
what her mother would have said to the L'hel. It helped her to think of her mother. Shana Med had never
been afraid of anything, including the ugly plague that killed her.

The litter heeled suddenly, tossing her against its wall, and then stopped. The captain came to the side of
it and extended his arm to help her out. Arre climbed down without using it. "Thank you, Captain," she
said. "Please tell the Yardmaster that | want to see her." She went into the house; Elith was mumbling to
herself in the hall, and Arre thought impatiently, She's getting senile. | should send her to the
grapefields; she could sit in the sunlight, and talk to herself, and die in peace.

"Bring me some food," she snapped at the old woman. Elith blinked. "Go tell Cook | want some berries
and cream." She went into her study. The sun glistened on the silvery cedar floor, on the bright
tapestries, on the glass of the record case. Arre sat on her chair and kicked off her shoes. Leaning back
luxuriously into the cushions, she thought, | am a spider, and thisis my web.

It was childish, but the impudent image made her feel better.

Her stomach sizzled with hunger, and she patted it. "Patience,”" she said.

"Patienceisavirtue," said Paxe from the doorway.

Arregrinned at her. "Who said that?"

"A woman | met last night." The Y ardmaster's broad mouth turned up at the corners. " She was a thief.
Firth said you wanted to see me."

"I did. Sit down." Arre pointed at the stool, and Paxe sat. "How long ago did you order those sgjis?’
"A week ago," said Paxe.

"How long before we get them?"
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"Perrit said three weeks. He often delivers early, but | don't know that he will thistime. Say, twelve
days."

"I want them now," Arre said. "Offer him double pay to get them done. | want the Med Yard training in
the use of the short sword, and | want Med soldiersto be proficient in their use by Festival."

Paxe's brow furrowed. "Proficient?' she repeated. "It can't be done. It's less than four weeks to Festival."
"I know when Festival is! | want as many of my guards to know swordplay as possible by that time. Get
them good enough so that they can hold swords and look convincing and not cut each others silly heads

off. Can you do that?"'

The door opened, and Lalith came in, carrying a blue bow! with cherriesinit. Arretook it from her. "Is
Sorren back from shopping yet?' she asked.

The pigtailed girl shook her head. "No, Lady,"
"When she comesin, tell her | want to see her."

"Yes, Lady," said Lalith. She shot a curious glance at Paxe, and |eft. Arre ate a spoonful of berries. The
sweet strong flavor made her sigh with pleasure.

She looked sidelong at Paxe. The Y ardmaster was frowning, thinking, no doubt, about the swords.
Should | tell her what happened at the Tanjo? thought Arre. She trusts the White Clan. The L'hel's
venality will break her heart.

"Where are those swords that came through the Gate?' she said.

"The ones we found are in the Gate guardhouse, locked up."

"Bring them here," said Arre. "Bring them to the Yard."

Paxe nodded.

"Does Ron Ismenin still have that child following you around the city?"

Paxe smiled. "When | let him."

"Can you find me someone -- not achild -- whom you trugt, to follow Kim Batto?'

Paxe scratched her chin. "Yes," she said. "l think so. Double pay?'

"Whatever you think isfair," Arre said, "but | want him followed everywhere, even at night."
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"Why?' asked Paxe.

Arredrew abreath. "Let'sjust say," she said carefully, "that | don't believe our Kim is as pious as he
appears to be."

Paxe stiffened. "Y ou think he isinvolved with the Ismeninas?’
"He may be."
"The Tanjo thinks very highly of him, it'ssaid."

"I know that," said Arre. "l just want to make sure. When you arrange matters with your spy, tell her to
report directly to me."

"Asyou wish," said Paxe. "Anything else?’
"No." AsPaxerose, Arre said, "Have you heard from your son?"

Paxe smiled. "Y esterday," she said. "A letter came with one of the caravans. He's fine. He wants me to
send him boots."

"That's good," said Arre. "I'm glad he'swell." Paxe |eft. Arre put her feet up on the stool, wondering
about Kim Batto, and about Sorren, and why Senta-no-Jorith could possibly want to see her.

* * % *

Sorren was at a wedding celebration.

Tani, the snake-dancer, was getting married. The actual ceremony hadn't happened yet, and would not
happen until Tani returned to her tribe. The man she was marrying was still in the desert. Tani was
happy because she liked the man. Simmy was happy because Tani was not going back to the desert to
live; part of the wedding agreement was that the husband-to-be agreed to move to Kendra-on-the-Delta
after the wedding. Tani's snakes were happy because they had been fed to the point of somnolence.

The celebration had started in the | sara market, but after awhile it grew raucous, and Simmy suggested
that they move to his cottage before the | sara guards came around to break them up. It was atiny place;
it smelled of goatskin and heavenweed and the strong, hot spices the Asech used in cooking. Sorren sat
on a cushion, drumming. Simmy played the flute. Sothri and Tani were dancing, twining scarves around
their breasts and belliesin slow erotic motion, while Nerim, their young partner, stood in the doorway,
mouth against the boxlike shape of a sho.

Asech drums were flatter than the drums Sorren was used to, and they were usually played with sticks.
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But Sorren had discarded the sticks. Their sound was more tinny than her drums, less resonant, more of
arattle. It didn't matter. The music of the sho was wild and strange and it tingled in her blood like wine;
she thumped the drum with both hands, while Simmy's flute went up and down the scale. Everyonein
the crowded room was smoking heavenweed and swaying from side to side. Tani and Sothri chanted; it
sounded like the Festival chants, but faster. Soon the chant had wordsin it, and the men joined in,
shouting and laughing. Tani's face began to redden. From the few words Sorren could catch she knew it
was avery bawdy song.

"Y ou know what it says?' said an insinuating voice. An arm came around Sorren's shoulders. It was
Jeshim, breathing heavenweed. "It says, Asthe stallion, rearing, calls for the mare; So do |, rearing, call
for my love._"

"Huh," said Sorren.

"And how are you, my sweet drummer?"

"“I'm not your drummer, Jeshim, and I'm fine." She wriggled her shouldersto make him drop hisarm. He
didn't seem to want to. His fingers cupped her breast. "Jeshim, if you hold me, | can't play." She stopped

drumming. Simmy took the flute from his mouth and scowled at Jeshim. Jeshim shrugged and took his
hand away.

"Where's the food?" yelled someone. Tani and Sothri went into Simmy's tiny pantry and returned with
platters piled with Asech delicacies: seed-cakes and little balls of lamb meat dipped in batter and other
things that Sorren didn't know. Tani put the tray in front of her. She took a seed-cake.

Jeshim took along thin strip of meat and popped it into his mouth with evident relish. "What is that?"'
Sorren asked.

He grinned. "Lizard." She pulled her hand back quickly from the tray. "Guardian, girl, I'm only fooling."

She didn't believe him. It probably _was lizard. She took another seed-cake. "I have a message for you
from Isak Med," she said. Maybe if she gave him good news, he would leave her aone.

"What?"'

"If you want to juggle at the Ismenin betrothal, go see him."

_"Waha!"_ Jeshim bounced to his feet. Then he leaned down to kiss Sorren exuberantly on the cheek.
"O most lovely one, | am in your debt." He wormed his way into the kitchen and came back with a

wineskin. "Here, want some?' He held it out to her; Sorren shook her head.

It was nice to be able to spend alittle time at a party. Arre was at the Tanjo, and had not expected to
leave it before noon. _Ta -tata-_ta -ta-ta... She hit the drum. Her own shoulders were swaying. Nerim
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was watching her; Sorren smiled at him, and he blushed all over hisface, and turned his head away. He
looked like Ricard, only more pleasant. His shyness was attractive. She pounded the drum until her
fingers stung.

When she left, Smmy followed her out to the street to bid her farewell and thank her for playing.

"Thank you for asking me. | would have brought a gift if | had known." The Asech at the party had
brought gifts -- pots and leather goods and pieces of jewelry.

"Don't worry about it. Your presence was gift enough.” He glanced at the sky. "Y ou won't get into
trouble, will you?'

"No, it'sall right, | have time this morning."
"I'm sorry about Jeshim." Hisvoicewas grim. "l _didn't_ invite him, but he's hard to keep out."

Sorren walked home with the Asech songs pounding in her head. When she entered the kitchen, Lalith
said, "Arre wants you." She wrinkled her nose. "Y ou smell funny. Where have you been?’

"At an Asech wedding feast," Sorren said. "l atelizard."

Lalith's eyes got huge. Grinning, Sorren went to the parlor. "Where have you been?' said Arre, in much
the same tone as Lalith.

Sorren sat on the stool. "A party. | drummed. An Asech party.”

Arre made arude noise. "'l never get to go to partiesin the middle of the day."

Her voice was sharp -- was shein agood mood or a bad mood?

"Whose party was it?"'

"A snake-dancer's," said Sorren. She wondered how the meeting with the L'hel had gone. She had been
afraid for days that Arre would command her to go to the Tanjo with her, and that morning she had
deliberately left the house early and stayed away |ate so that she would be out of the way.

Arre'sright hand reached to touch the bracel ets which normally reposed on her left wrist. They were not
there. Shelooked at her hands. "Now, why did | -- oh." She smiled. "l was wondering why | |eft the
bracelets off this morning. It was because | didn't want to seem frivolous. Frivolous! Bah." She snorted.

"Go get them for me, child."

Sorren went upstairs to the bedroom. Picking the bracelets from their box, she brought them to Arre,
who fitted them over her hands. Her fingers lingered on the one with the jewel, the one that Paxe had
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given her.

"Sit down, child," she said. Sorren sat, wondering if something was wrong. Arretilted her head to one
side. "Tell me," she said, "why would a Truthfinder want to see you?"

Sorren grew cold. "I -- | don't know," she said.

"Have you ever met one?’

"Once. In the market."

"What did she look like?"

"She -- she had black hair, and a beautiful voice. She was walking with Kim Batto."
"Senta," said Arre. "What did she say to you?"

"She -- | was upset, and she asked me why | was crying. She frightened me. | ran away."

"Have you always feared the witchfolk?' said Arre. "'l remember you would not go to the Tanjo with my
letter to the L'hel -- Sorren, stop shaking!"

"I can't," Sorren said.

Arre reached forward and took her hands. "Y ou can," she said firmly. " Sorren, the witchfolk may be
strange but they have never done hurt that | know of. Why should you fear them? I s there something you
have or do that they have forbidden?"

Sorren swallowed. Thiswas worse than she had thought it would be. She did not dare tell Arre about her
visions; Arre would surely want her to go to the Tanjo.

But she did have something she could show Arre: the Cards. She said, "I -- I'll show you. | have to go
upstairs.”

"Go," said Arre, releasing her.

She carried the box downstairs and laid it in Arre's lap. "That's why," she said.

Arre opened the box and took out the Cards. Gently she unwrapped the red silk and, lifting the first
Card, turned it over to the picture. Her eyebrows lifted. "Huh." She turned over the second Card, the
Weaver. "What are they?"

"My mother left them to me," Sorren said. "They're from the north. They're fortunetelling Cards."
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Arre turned over the third Card, of the woman sleeping. "What do you mean, they're from the north?"

Sorren explained about finding the images of the Cards in Marti Hok's grandfather's records. "They're
from Tornor Keep," she said. Tornor. The word still felt strange in her mouth.

Arre stroked the painted pictures lightly, the way she touched the flowersin her garden. "They are
beautiful," she said. "Why did you never show them to me before?"

Sorren bowed her head. "1 thought you might take them away. It's against the chea to have them."

"Because they are fortunetelling Cards? But they're yours, child, they're an inheritance." She laid them
back in the box and folded the red silk over them. "Can you use them?"

"No. | left the grapefields -- and then, my mother died. She never showed me how."

Arre sighed. "That was my fault,” she said. "l took you away." She held the box in both hands. "I think
you should learn to use them."

"How?" said Sorren.

"I don't know." Arre put the lid back on the box and handed them to Sorren. "Put them away, child."
Sorren took the Cards upstairs.

When she returned to the parlor, Arre had taken out her writing materials and was writing a letter.
Sorren watched the pen flow across the page. Arre finished the letter, which was very short, and
sprinkled it with sand. "l told the Truthfinder | would send you to her," she said. "However, you know
how forgetful | am." Arre never forgot anything. "I must have forgotten to tell you."

Sorren said, "Won't she be angry?"

"Possibly. | don't care, nor should you. You are my bondservant, and under my protection. But you had
better avoid both Healings and the Tanjo for awhile."

"I do anyway," Sorren said.
"Did you finish your shopping?' said Arre.
"Yes."

"|s the house clean? The laundry done?' Sorren nodded. "Good." Arre folded the letter and sealed it with
the Med stamp on red wax. "Then you may take thisto Marti Hok."
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But Marti Hok was not home. The Hok guards remembered Sorren, and passed her through to the front
door without even asking to see the Med seal on the letter. The door was opened by the girl in the white
dress. "l have aletter from the Lady Arre Med to the Lady Marti," Sorren said. "Is she at home?'

The girl made an apologetic face. "She's at the docks with her son. Isit urgent? | can have the letter
taken to her by aguard.”

"I don't think so," said Sorren. Arre had not said it was urgent.

"Yona, what isit?' called awoman'svoice. A door in theinterior of the house shut, and a woman came
into the hallway. She wore a soft silver gown that belled out over her obviously pregnant body. The girl
and Sorren both bowed.

"Shehasa--"
"l havea--"

They both stopped at once. Alanna Hok laughed. "One at atime,” she said, taking the letter from
Sorren's hand. "What's this? Oh, | see. I'll put it on Mother's desk." She had a round pleasant face, and
her hair fell in soft brown curls around it. Her back was swayed slightly forward as she tried to balance
the weight of the baby inside her. "'l remember you -- the northern girl. Tell Arre Med that Mother will
get the letter this evening. It must be important if she sent you." She flicked the stiff paper back and
forth like afan. "Do you know what's in it?"

"No, Lady," said Sorren. She thought she did, but Arre would not thank her to talk about it, evento a
member of the Hok family. Alannafanned herself idly, and Sorren smelled in the light breeze the
sandalwood scent she used on her hair. She bowed again. "l will give Arre Med your message.”

That night she could not get to sleep. Restless, she lay in her bed twitching like afish on ahook, trying
to think of nothing. At last she sat up. Feeling by the bed for her tinderbox, she made a flame and
touched it to the wick of her candle. Her shadow blossomed on the wall. She took the Cards from
beneath her pillow and held them in her hands.

She picked up the first Card, the Dancer, and laid it on her lap. Beautiful and joyful, he smiled from the
painted scene asif he were alive. She wondered if he was supposed to be a cheari. She poured them all
onto her lap and picked up a second at random: the Sun. It showed afarmland scene, abarn, afield, and
people dancing. She picked another: the Rider. The Rider's cloak was green. Was she supposed to be
Kadra? Sorren looked closely at the painted figure to seeif it bore aface she knew, but the face was too
small to see. She picked another Card: the Lady. In the picture, she had golden hair. Sorren wondered if,
in the fortune she could not read, the Lady was supposed to be her mother. The Wolf glared at her from
the pack. The malicein its red eyes was terrible. The Juggler made her think of Jeshim, and then of Isak.
She picked up the Phoenix. This, she thought, was the most beautiful of the Cards; the bird's wings,
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through the fire, gleamed with rainbow colors.

Thiswas silly. She had no idea what the Cards meant, and all her staring at them would not help. She
piled them up again, ignoring their usual order, and returned them to the box. Throwing back her quilt,
she went to the window. The waning moon looked asif it were diving toward the sea.

She found herself aching for avision. But perversely, nothing happened. The world stayed stable and

secure about her. Sighing, she returned to her bed, wishing that she knew where Toli kept his
heavenweed pouch. Smoking alone was no fun, but at least the drug would help her to get to Sleep.

* % % %

On the morning of the watch change, Paxe had a headache.

She rubbed her temple. The ache had started in the night, and though it had diminished, it was still there,
wriggling and probing, like aworm in her head. She told herself it would go away as soon as she
stopped being idle. She went outside. Ivor, standing in the Y ard, hands on his hips, flashed her ajoyful
grin. She beckoned to him, and he strode happily to her side.

"Y ardmaster, thank you for naming me to this watch. I'll do my best, | promise you."

"I know you will," she said. "Don't et Borti bully you; hell try to."

"l won't."

"But don't try to do everything yourself, either. Day watch is hard, because there's alot to keep track of,
but | wouldn't have put you hereif | didn't trust your good sense and your ability."

Ivor's eyes shone at her words. "Thank you," he said.
"Have you made rounds yet?'
| was just about to."

"When you go to the Gate, tell Sereth to load those swords we took on awagon and deliver them here.
Arre Med wants them stored in the weapons shed."

"I will."
"Has the lock been changed yet?"'

"The locksmith's coming this afternoon."
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"Good." Her temple throbbed, and she resisted the urgeto rub it. "I'll seeyou later."
He bowed, and with ajaunty step, went back through the Y ard gate.

She went the shortest route possible to the Hok district. As she passed the Tanjo, she realized that her
muscles were cramping with tension. She shook her arms, hard, to make them relax. The guards at the
precinct border bowed to her. The Hok district was busy; people and carts crammed the streets shouting
at each other, all in ahurry. They looked at Paxe and got swiftly and quietly out of her way. She went to
Perrit's workshop. The old man was in the back of the shop, showing a new apprentice how to use a
hammer. "Seet'ose mark?' he said, pointing at a plank laid across two sawhorses. "We call t'em owl
eyes. T'ey happen when you hold t'hammer too loose or too tight." He picked up the hammer and struck
the nail cleanly. "T'hammer bounce when you hit because you hold it too har'. When | hit, | hit only nail.
No bounce." He gave the girl the hammer. "Y ou try."

Paxe interrupted the lesson. "Perrit," she said, "l need to talk to you."

He frowned. "A moment, Y ar' master.”

"Now."

"You try," said Perrit to the girl. "I be back." Frowning, he walked to Paxe's side. "What isit?"'
"I need those sgjis.”

He shook hishead. "l can't 'oit."

"Double pay?'

He tilted his head to ook at her. She saw the question coming. "Don't ask," she said. "Y ou don't want to
know. How soon can | have them?"

"Ten more ‘ay. No sooner."

"Doit. Ivor-no-Akiais day watch commander; he will show you where to put them if | am not
available." Behind them, the apprentice swung gingerly at the mauled piece of wood.

She went back to the Med district the same route, her feet finding the path automatically. A block from
the Tanjo she noticed a small, familiar face behind her. She doubled back, and caught the ragged boy as
he was coming through the alley, looking for her in doorways. She picked him up and shook him till he
quivered, terrified. "You tell Ron Ismenin,” she said through her teeth, "that if | see you again behind me
I'm going to throw you in the river, and that goes for anyone else he tries to get to follow me!" He
trembled in her grip, and she scowled at him, her rage only half pretense. Her head throbbed. She left
him on the road like a discarded shoe; when she looked back to check on him, she saw no trace of him.
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She continued on toward the hill, alittle ashamed of her ferocity.

Jenith-no-Terezia was a small brown woman. Paxe had known her for years. She had been aworker on
the estate at the grapefields during the years when Paxe was a guard there, and had come to the city
about the same time Paxe did. She was now a head worker in one of the Med warehouses. Paxe found
her inspecting a leaking wine barrel and swearing murder at the cooper who'd made it. "L ook at that!"
she said, pointing to the puddle of red beneath the cask. " Some son of a mongrel donkey used green
wood in this thing, and it shrank before we got the wine inl Damn it. May the winter demons carry him
off, the man who made it." She grinned at Paxe. "Y ardmaster. What brings you here -- thirst?"

"No. Have you got anyone who can watch over things while you come out for awhile?!

"Sure." She went and found her second, and gave him some brief orders. "Let'sgo. I'm curious as a
virginin an orgy."

Paxe laughed, and took her to The Cup. The folk in the kitchen recognized them both. They brought
Paxe wine and would not take her money. Jenith ordered water.

"Don't you drink?' said Paxe.

"Chea, | don't have to! The fumesin that place send me reeling home at the day's end. Tell me how you
are! | don't see you often enough, you busy woman. Tell me, does Kaleb still work for the Med Yard? A
lovely man." She smiled. "How is your son?"

"In the grapefields,” said Paxe. She sipped the wine. "Working."

"Good. My daughters are there, too. | told them they could come to the city when they had enough
money not to need mine for ayear."

Jenith's daughters had been born about the same time as Paxe's. Paxe remembered the four children
playing together in the courtyard of the estate house. "Are they well?'

"Well enough," said Jenith. "What can | do for you, Paxe?"'
"Not for me," said Paxe. "For Arre Med. Jen, can you still vanish in the city?"

Jenith grinned. "I haven't tried in awhile. But | suppose | could." She was Asech, and had been brought
up for her first twelve yearsin the desert. "Why?"

"Arre Med needs that talent. She will pay you double whatever you're making now to follow someone
around the city and tell her where he goes."”

"For double pay I'd strip and dance naked in anest of snakes," said Jenith, "Who do | follow?"
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"Kim Batto."

Jenith pursed her lips. But she did not ask why. She drank her water, hiding her face behind the cup.
Putting the thick clay mug down, she said, "All right. Shem can handle the warehouse for awhile. How
long is this going to go on, and can | get someone to help meif | need to?'

"Y ou can get someone to help you, but you pay her," said Paxe. "Asfor how long -- " She frowned. Arre
hadn't said. She'd have to guess. "It ought to be over by Festival."

"Whendo | start?'
"As soon as you can. Report to Arre Med every three days, unless she tells you differently.”

Jenith nodded. She leaned closer, her voice dropping. "Paxe -- what did the L'hel say to Arre Med
yesterday, about the smuggled swords?*

"] don't know," said Paxe. "She didn't tell me."

Jenith drew alittle circle on the table with one finger. "They're saying in the streets that the Tanjo is
going to lift the Ban, and that the Red Clan will come back."

Paxe lifted her cup. "I haven't heard that," she said, lying alittle. Sorren had said it too. What if it were
right? she thought. A spark of anger burned in her as she thought of Tyre, exiled from his city, unwilling
to teach atruncated art, hating the witchfolk, hating the Ban.

"And another thing," said Jenith. She dropped her voice even lower. "They say the Ismenin Yard is
teaching swordplay to its soldiers! | asked an Ismenin guard and he said it was alie, but they have a
guard on their gate now so that no one can look in. Do you think it could be true?’

Paxe was tempted to say, yes, it'strue. But something -- loyalty to Dobrin, perhaps -- held her back.
She wondered how long it would take for the rumor to sweep the city. Why, she thought, had Jerrin-no-
Dovriai Elath not banned short swords at once? Maybe he would; maybe the White Clan was waiting
for the Council to act. She wished Arre had told her something. Jenith was watching her, eyes anxious.
Paxe shook her head and said, "I don't know anything about that, Jen."

She decided to go back to the cottage, to sleep. Perhaps sleep would ease the headache that rode her
forehead like a burning coal. As she passed the Y ard gate, she glanced in to see who was there. A
stranger knelt beside the door of the weapons shed -- the locksmith, she thought, but remembering
Seth, she crossed the Y ard to make sure. He was a little man, with tufts of black hair on his head that
stuck out every which way; they made him look asif he had the mange. He scrambled respectfully to his
feet as she peered over his shoulder.
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He had the old lock on the ground. "Go on with what you're doing,” she said. "If the watch commander
hasn't come back when you're done, give the key to the gate guard."” He bowed. She walked across the
Y ard, aware that her guards were slowing their training pace to stare at her. She wondered what she
looked like.

A noise from the street made her turn; it was the sound of bells, mingling with the chant of litter-bearers.
She got to the corner in time to see an empty litter vanish down the slope of the hill. She went to the gate
guard. "Who was in the litter?" she asked.

"The Lady Marti Hok, Y ardmaster," he said.

Paxe nodded. Of course, she thought, Arre would call upon Marti for counsel. She went to her house,
feeling her muscles ache. The cat cried at her ankles: she scooped it up, rubbing it under the chin until it
purred and stretched in her hands like wax, pawsin the air. Its body vibrated with pleasure. "Come on,
kit," she said to it, and dropped it on the floor. It blinked its one eye at her, and yawned. "Let's sleep.” It
licked one paw, and then, tail waving like aflag, padded up the stairs behind her as she went to her bed.

Chapter Twelve
"Do nothing," said Marti Hok. "What _interesting_ advice!"

She sat with Arrein the bright, fragrant study. All the window screens were open, and the flower scents
were drifting upward into the little room. Arre's letter had said, "Come as soon as you can," and Marti
had taken it literally, canceling two other appointments to come to the Med house. She and Arre had
eaten morning meal together in the parlor, while Arretold her the details of her conversation at the
Tanjo. She sat now in a cushioned chair, sipping rose teafrom a green-glazed cup.

"So Jerrin-no-Dovriai Elath thinks | am too old to matter?' she said.

"And Borasistoo stupid,” said Arre.

Marti scowled. "Well, | _am_old, and Boras _is_stupid, but he is not so stupid nor | so old that we
cannot discern athreat when we encounter one." She made a sour face. "Faugh. 'Do nothing.' The White
Clan would love that." Her dark eyes under their yellow lids were as hard as Senta-no-Jorith's had been,

and her voice rasped with anger and scorn. "What fools they must think us, Arre!”

Arre grinned. Marti was as bracing asadip in the cold pool after a sojourn in the hot room of the baths.
"Thank you for coming so quickly," she said.

"Y our letter said 'Important,™ said Marti. She glanced around the study. "Have | ever told you how much
| like thisroom?' she said. "Y our mother used it as her study, too. She had a yellow rug on the floor."
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"Yes," said Arre, "it'sin my bedroom."
"Do you remember her?"
"Yes," Arresaid.

Marti smiled. "l _intend_my children to remember me. The old lady -- | can hear them say it -- the
old lady wouldn't have done that. They say it now when they think I'm not listening: "The old lady
wouldn't do that, and shewon't let _you do it either!™ She leaned back in her chair.

The teacups had red and blue fish painted within their bowls. The fish reminded Arre of the Tanjo. She
had told Marti everything, except the Truthfinder's parting words. They had frightened her; they still
frightened her. But they had nothing to do with swords, or the Ismeninas, and besides, she did not even
know if they were true. Truthfinders did not lie, it was said. But it was also believed that the L'hel was

an honest man. If he thinks to terrify me with his tame Truthfinder, Arre thought, he will be disappointed.

"Well," Marti said, "what are we going to do about this nonsense, Arre? Do nothing, and give the city
into the White Clan's rule?’

"No," Arresaid firmly, "we are not."

Sorren had filled atall vase with lilacs and put it on the lacquer table that morning before she went
shopping; the bright blue spears were reflected from the black lacquer, as was the red vase. Med colors,
thought Arre. She touched the petals of one flower. Thisisthe way it was before the Council, she
thought, when first one House and then another ruled the city, "Should we call Boras Sul into this
discussion?' she said. He was their ally, after all.

Marti raised her eyebrows. "Do you really want Boras here?' she said. "He will fidget and mumble and
fall asleep, and be shocked at all he hears without offering one useful idea -- besides, | don't think he
has any, any more, or if he doesthey are all about food. No, Arre, | think we should not call Boras."

Arre grinned. "We might call Meredith Jalar and Edith Isara.”
"They are not on the Council."

"Yet," sad Arre. "It istrue that the Batto House is as old as the Med House and almost as old as the
Hok, but right now | would rather have Meredith Jalar on the Council than Kim Batto."

"Oh, | agree," said Marti. "Kim is going to be very sorry when thisis over, | think. | agree with you; he
must be the link between the Tanjo and the |smeninas. Pompous man that heis, he is going to be lucky
to come out of this situation with awhole skin. But heisonly alittle, little problem." She held her hands
inthe air. "We have two big ones. Ron Ismenin and the swords are one. The White Clan's ambitions are
the other. Each believesit is using the other to get what it wants. Imagine a skein of wool. It has two
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ends but only one piece. If you pull either end, the skein unravels. What we must do here is decide
which end we want to pull."

"I wish you had been with me at the Tanjo," said Arre.

Marti sipped her tea. "l am sure | would have handled it no better. Arre, don't underestimate your
strengths, or overestimate theirs. They must be vulnerable -- we al are. |, for example, am subject to
colds."

Arre began to laugh. "Marti, you are irrepressible," she said.

"So | should hope," said the old woman. "Now that | have made you laugh, shall we get on with this
Council of two? Y ou have had time to think about it all, while | have not. Tell me what you have
considered.”

"Well," Arre said, "I have considered giving the L'hel what he wants."

"A vote on the Council ."

"Y es. But we would stipul ate that the White Clan member could _not_ be a Truthfinder."

"And how would you know the witch's gift?"

"Ask for ademonstration,” said Arre. "Witches have only one gift."

"Who told you?"

"TheL'hel -- butl think it'strue.”

"It doesn't matter," said Marti. "We cannot give in to the White Clan. If we give them the vote because
they force usto it, our power is negligible; we are an impotent and usel ess body, and sooner or later
someone will come and sweep us away." She made a sweeping gesture with one hand.

"That time may be upon us," Arre said.

"I think not. But that is surely the basis of the L'hel's threat, that through silence he will permit Ron
Ismenin to do what he likes, whatever the Council desires or decides. Shall we approach the problem
from the other end? It may prove easier. How many swords are there now in the city?"'

"We stopped thirty-five of them at the Gates, and those are locked up in the guardhouses,” Arre said.

"Asfor therest -- | think we can assume we caught most of them after we started looking, but we have
no idea how many got through before we started looking."
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"And Ron Ismenin has them," said Marti. "Might they be enough to equip a guard troop?"
"They might be. | thought of that."

The old woman shot her a shrewd look. "Is that why you instructed your Y ardmaster to order sgjis, last
week?'

Arre smiled. "What do you know about that?"

"Nothing stays secret in this city," said Marti. She scowled into her teacup. "What good isit going to do
Ron Ismenin to build an army? This city has too many peopleinit to rule by martial law."

"Do you want moretea?' said Arre. She reached to ring the bell for Lalith.
"No," said Marti. "Why are the fish in this cup blue and red?’

"Because the Med colors are blue and red," said Arre. "I have six like that one."
"But I've never seen ablue fish," said the old woman.

"Nor | have. Maybe the maker of the cup has."

"Humph." Marti considered that. "l think the painter was just being inventive. | am glad you ordered
your Y ardmaster to find someone to follow Kim, by the way. That was inventive."

"It was not my idea," Arre said. "Ron Ismenin thought of it first. He sent some poor child to follow my
Y ardmaster.”

Marti said slowly, "I don't think it was Ron Ismenin'sidea, Arre."
"Oh?"'

"I think it was your brother's," said Marti. Her voice was gentle, and very firm. "He is friends with Ron
Ismenin. | have watched your brother over the years. Y our brother is apredator. ChaMinto is a polite
and decent man -- what was the word you said the L'hel used; ah, yes, biddable -- Chais biddable, and
your brother has trapped him into something. | saw them together at the Council meeting. Did you think
Chawas happy? He was not; he was angry and frightened and he did not know what to do to free
himself from the trap. | feel very sorry for Cha."

_Your brother isapredator_.... The words made Arre shiver. "So do I," she said. She remembered |sak

as the Enchanted Eagle, eyes burning with the eagle's passion. What, she thought sadly, happened to my
baby brother?
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She said, "I can do nothing with Isak."

Marti said, "Heisyour heir, ishe not?

"Yes," Arresaid, "and after him, his children. He has three; the oldest is Riat, heis eight.”
"Which does he resemble, father or mother?”

"Helooks like his father," Arre said, "but he has his mother's sense and her sweetness.”

"His mother is an Ishem, is she not?' said Marti. "A good choice." She looked into her cup again. "l will
have more tea now, Arre."

Arrerang her bell, and Lalith came in. Bowing, she took Marti's cup and returned it to her, refilled.
"Bring me wine," Arre said, and when the wine was brought, she took a large, reckless swig.

"What do you think of the Ismenin betrothal ?* said Marti.
"I was about to ask you that." The wine warmed her belly. She drank again.

"Y ou know, of course," Marti said, "that Col Ismenin is giving up his name and that Nathis Ryth is the
daughter of the head of the Council of Nuath, the man whose face is on the bronze coins.”

Thiswas news. "l did not know that," said Arre.

"I have spoken to my caravan masters of him," said Marti. "They say he keeps a private army. They also
say that his coins are accepted along most of the river towns."

"What does he do with thisarmy?* said Arre.

"Nothing. It's very small. But swindlers and thieves stay well clear of Nuath, preferring to go hungry
rather than be caught by the Ryth soldiers. It is said they are very efficient.”

"So are our city guards efficient.” Arre turned her bracelets on her wrists. "And Kendra-on-the-Delta has
no need for a private army, no matter what is done upriver. If Ron Ismenin thinks it does he is mistaken.
Perhaps _he ought to live in Nuath, and be a Ryth." A thought struck her. "Is this Blue Clan barbarian
coming to the betrothal ?"

"I imagine so," said Marti. "Do you wish to speak with him about his relative-to-be's conduct? | will
stand beside you, and look forbidding."

Arre smiled. "l cannot go," she said. "l was not invited."
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Marti grasped the head of her cane in both hands. "What? That's ridiculous. Isak is dancing -- "

"Oh, | know that," said Arre. "Sorren is drumming for him. My servants are more in demand that | am; |
have said it before." The wine glowed in her belly. The outrage in Marti's face made her want to laugh.

Marti thumped the tip of her cane on thefloor. "You _will _go."
"Will 1?7

"Naturally you will! Can't you see how foolish Ron Ismenin will look? He can hardly turn you away at
the door."

Arre tried to imagine Ron Ismenin telling her to go home. "No." She began to grin. "Marti, you area
demon." What would Isak do when she walked into the party? "l will go."

Marti looked smug. "So Sorren is drumming at the party. They will do The Courtship, of course. Sheisa
lovely child, Arre; well-mannered, charming, everything one could wish for."

"I know," Arresaid. "l could not be prouder of her if she were my own daughter.” The words seemed to
hang in the air for a moment, like smoke.

Marti sighed. "Swords, Arre." Her voice was somber. "Swords, and the Ismeninas ambitions.... What
are we going to do about them? Do you have a plan? For though you called me here for advice, | will tell
you truthfully, | have none."

Arresaid, "I think | do." She wondered what Marti would think if she told her about the times the

Tanjo's foreseers had "seen," in which al the things that happened contradicted one another, and still
existed, somehow, to be "seen." Which istrue? she thought. The one in which people of this city battle
each other in the streets with swords? The one in which the Council bans the kyomos? The one in which
the city burns? Y et another? To which future will my acts contribute?

It did not matter.

She touched the flower with her fingertips. A petal detached itself, and fluttered to her lap. "My plan,"
she said, "is one which will, | hope, precipitate whatever action Ron Ismenin is planning to take with his
hidden swords. It could be dangerous. But if it works, it will insure two things. One: that his plans will
be rushed, and hence ill-made, and two: that by his actions he will condemn himself in such away that
the L'hel _cannot_ support him."

Marti folded her handsin her lap. "Tell me," she said.

* * % *
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When Sorren returned that afternoon from shopping, she found Elith screaming, Lalith in tears, and Arre
irritable, sleepy, and drunk.

"What's wrong?' she said to the old woman in the hallway. But Elith, redfaced, was busy scolding
Lalith. Sorren caught Arre's name in the tirade, and went gingerly to the study. There were two empty
carafes on the lacquered table. Sorren sniffed them, and wrinkled her nose at the smell.

Arresat in her chair, scowling. Her hair was wild.

"What happened?' Sorren said. She had never known Arre to drink enough to be more than tipsy.

"Nothing," said Arre.

Elith appeared at the door. "No more!" she said, shaking her finger at Arre. She reminded Sorren of a
hen with its feathers ruffed in anger.

“I'll drink if I want to drink!" Arre shouted back, and hiccoughed.

"Why do you want to?' Sorren said. But Arre ssimply stuck out her chin and glowered, looking very
much like a stubborn child.

Elith said, "l leave the house for afew hours, only afew hours, and thisiswhat | get when | come back!"

Sorren went to her. The old woman smelled of jasmine soap; she had been to visit her friend the
soapmaker. "Why are you so angry?' she said.

Elith sniffed. "No one listensto me." Her voice grew into its familiar whine.

Arresaid, "I don't want to hear it." She hiccoughed again, and licked her lips. Her voice was slow,
almost stuporous. "I'm thirsty."

"Y ou can't have any more," said Elith.

Arreraised one hand and flung the glass. It bounced off the wall, leaving a tear in the screen, and
shattered on the floor.

Sorren went to the kitchen. She found a mug and a pitcher; filling the pitcher with water, she put both on
atray. Lalith was sitting on the steps, snuffling into arag. Her cheeks were streaked with stains. Sorren
said, "Lalli, why did you bring her al that wine?'

Lalith said, "She asked for it! What else could | do?"’

"Nothing," said Sorren. She wondered if Arre had drank enough to be sick. She hoped not. " She broke a
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glass," she said. "Better come clean it up."
Picking up the tray with both hands, she brought it to the study. Elith was still in the doorway; Sorren
had to squeeze past her. She put the tray on the table, poured water, and handed Arre the glass. Arre

drank from it eagerly. Her face was flushed. "Good," she whispered. She slumped deeper into the chair,
and her eyes closed.

Sorren sat on the stool. Lalith crept in with abroom and a damp cloth.

"Wouldn't you like to go to bed?' said Sorren softly. There was no answer. "Lalli, get the cook," she said.
"I knew this would happen,” proclaimed Elith from the doorway.

Sorren felt her temper rising. "Instead of saying | told you so, you could get her bed ready."

But Elith muttered something and refused to budge. The cook looked in the room. "What's this?' he
said, and made aface. "Oh." He approached Arre and with a gentle, deft motion, lifted her closed eyelid.
She opened her mouth, breathing heavily, but did not move. "Y ou take her feet," he said to Sorren.
Stooping, he put hislong arms under Arre's shoulders. Between them, they carried her out of the study
and up the stairs.

Sorren filled a basin with cool water and brought it to the bedside. She wondered what had happened to
make Arre drink so much. She sponged Arre's face, which was scaly and dry. Arre was breathing loudly
now, and her breath was sweet as new milk. Suddenly, Sorren shivered, and the cloth dropped from her
hand. Arre was often tired but she was never sick. What if she had some illness, afever, the lung fever,

even? What if she was sick enough to die?

She put the basin on the floor and leaped for the door. Arre muttered, and extended one hand into the air.
Sorren went back to the bed. "Arre?" she said.

"Uh," said Arre. She opened one eye. " Sorren. Don' go."
Sorren sat down again. "How do you feel?' she said.
"Thirsty."

* * % *

That evening, Paxe came to the house. It was just sunset. Lalith brought her upstairs. She was wearing
her boots with the wooden heels, which made her even taller than she was. Sorren was very glad to see
her. Arre was awake; she had been waking and sleeping at intervals all afternoon. She was sitting up,
propped against cushions. She opened her eyes as Paxe sat down.
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"Ah. You." She struggled to sit upright. "Did -- did you get the sgjis?’
Paxe said, "l could not get them sooner than ten days from now. Will it do?"
"It will haveto," said Arre. "And the spy?'
Sorren thought, What spy? She took a step nearer the bed.
"Her name is Jenith. She used to work in the grapefields.”
Arrelicked her lips. "Thirsty," she whispered.
The water pitcher and glass were at Paxe's feet. Bending, she poured water and held the glassto Arre's
mouth. Arre gulped feverishly, and then let her head fall back on the pillow. She looked at Sorren.
"Cloth."

Kneeling, Sorren dipped the cloth in the basin. She laid it gently across Arre's forehead. Water ran down
her neck.

"What are they saying in the city about the swords?"

"Not much, yet," said Paxe.

"And about Ron Ismenin?’

"There are rumors that the Ismenin Y ard is teaching the sword. But the Y ard deniesiit."

Arre nodded. The cloth slid from her forehead, and Paxe caught it. She dipped it in the basin herself, and
laid it gently back on Arre's forehead. "Of course," said Arre. "They have to say that. Ron Ismeninis
being very careful. He does not want to alarm people, or make them think he is doing anything ni‘chea.
WEell, next time some one asks you, tell them what you know. Don' say you know it, say you have heard
it. Say you've heard that the Ismeninas are training with the short sword, the kyomos."

Sorren said, "Arethey?' She had not heard this before. Paxe had said nothing to her about it.

"Yes," said Arre, "they are."

"Does Isak know?"

Arre smiled. "Isak knows all about it. He isfriend to Ron Ismenin." Her eyes suddenly filled with a
drunk's easy tears. "My little brother. Re, he used to call me. Re. Y ou can say, too, that the Tanjo does

not approve of this, but iswaiting for the Council meeting in two months, because at that meeting the
Council intends to ex-ex-extend the Ban to short swords. Y ou can say how lucky you think Ron Ismenin
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is that training with the short sword has not been declared ni‘chea." She waved her handsin theair. "Tell
everybody. L et the whole city know."

Paxe caught her hands and held them, gently. "Arre, isit true?' she said.

Arresaid, "Does it matter? People will believe it, anyway."

Paxe said, "l want to know."

Arresaid, "A part of it is. That's enough, isn't it, Paxe -- part truths? Ron Ismenin will think he knows
wh-wh-which part is true and which not, but it will make him very unhappy, it will burn and prickle and
fester in his soul until he no longer knows who or what to believe -- " She hiccoughed. "The bed is going
around."

Paxe said suddenly, "Arre, what did the L'hel say he would do about the swords?'

Arre shook her head. The cloth fell onto the quilt. "Oh, no," she muttered, "you don't trap me like that."
She closed her eyes, sighed, and seemed to sleep.

Paxe stood. Her eyes were troubled. "Has she been like this all day?"

"Since | came back from shopping. | found Elith yelling at Lalli, and her drunk in the study. She drank
two carafes of wine."

Paxe scowled. " She shouldn't drink. She knows that." She laid her hand against Arre's cheek. Arre did
not stir. Despite herself, Sorren reached for her lover's hand.

"How sick is she?' she said. The words made her throat hurt.

Paxe said, "Not sick enough to die." She put her arm around Sorren, and hugged her gently. "Don't
worry, chelito."

Heavy steps and harsh breathing in the hallway warned them, and they moved apart as Elith came to the
door. "How is she?" said the old woman.

"Adleep," said Paxe.
Elith said, "Her mother went like this."
The words chilled Sorren to the bone. But Paxe said, "Shana Med died of the plague!”

"Al, yes," said Elith, "but it was this that killed her, asit took her mother before her." The old woman's
voice took on akeening sound. "l have nursed three generations of the Med house, and | know the
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weakness of the line. The Healer told me. It isa sickness; it makes the muscles limp and the mouth dry
and the breath sweet. She hasit, as her mother had it, as her children would have had it." She caught her
breath. "I have seen it; | know."

"Enough,” said Paxe. She took two strides to the door, seized the old woman by the shoulders, and
pushed her into the hall. Then she came back to the bed. Again she stooped and felt Arre's forehead.
"Elith isan old crow," she said. "She's not that sick. But she needs to be watched."

Sorren swallowed. "I'll stay with her."

"If you need help, leave a message with the gate guard. He knows how to find me."

Sorren said, "l will."

When Paxe |eft, Sorren went to her room. She dragged her quilt and pillowsinto Arre's chamber. The
candle flickered over the small sleeping form. She did not want Arre to die. She sat beside the bed,
listening to Arre's steady, stertorous breathing, and wild thoughts swirled in her head. Maybe Arre's
IlIness was meant as asign for her, maybe it would cease if she went to the Tanjo, told them what she

was, gave up her dreams and became a witch.... But she knew better. Y ou could not bargain with the
chea. She had said so to Kadra herself.

* % % %

Arre slept for two days.

Sorren stayed by the bed as much as she could. Lalith did the shopping; Tali, the cleaning. The guards
were simply told that Arre was not well, and that she did not want callers. Paxe came upstairs every few
hours. But she said only that if Arre's breathing did not change and she was neither too cold nor too hot,
then they should let her alone, and let her wake by herself. What if she doesn't? Sorren thought; but she
did not say it. Saying it made it too real.

The second day, Jenith was among the callers.

Sorren did not know her, but she recognized the woman's name. She went to the gate herself. "I'm
sorry," she said, "but Arre Med can't see you now. Can you come back?"

“I'll come back," said the dark woman. She smelled of wine and heavenweed. "Make sure you tell her
that | came."

The third morning, Arre woke.

She was very weak; Sorren had to help her to the chamber pot. She did not believe it when Sorren told
her how long she had slept. "Two days and nights? That's not possible.”" But the sweat-soaked
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bedclothes helped to convince her. "l want a bath, and breakfast,” she said. She sniffed. "Guardian, open
the window!"

Sorren pushed the screensto one side. "I was afraid you'd catch cold,” she said.

Arre was |looking at the nest of blankets on the floor. "Who's been staying here? Y ou?' Sorren nodded.
Arre touched her arm. "Thank you, child," she said. "l frightened you, didn't I. | frightened myself." She
ran her hands through her hair. "Faugh. I'm hollow as an empty jug, and | stink worse than any goat."

After bathing in hot water, she insisted on being helped downstairs to her study. "1 have work to do.
Who came while | was asleep?’

"Jenith was here," said Sorren.
"Jenith -- ah, the spy. When will she come back?' Sorren shrugged. "Why don't you know?"
Asif to make up for two days of silence, she wasiirritable as a trapped bee.

Finally Sorren said to Cook, "I'm going to do the shopping. Tell Lalith to answer the bell, if it rings.” It
was the fourth day of the week, and she wanted to go to Kadra's. She sped through the shopping, praying
that the ghyawould still be at the house.... She would go to the dock to find her, if she had to. But Kadra
was there, sitting in the goat hutch, map on her |ap.

"You'relate," she said.
"Arre needed me."

"Huh." The ghya coughed. "Here." She put the map into Sorren's hand. "I marked your route. The circles
are villages. The blue crosses are where the merchants stop. Y ou may be able to find some friendly
trader who'll let you ride awagon. The big red mark is over Elath, the witch town. The fastest route
takes you to the east bank of Lake Aruna, right under the Tezeran city wall. A few traders go from
Tezerato the Keeps, and you may be able to coax arideto Tornor from one of them. Otherwise, you'll
have to walk or buy a mule. The country's marshy there, where the rivers meet."

She named the villages. "Terzi, Mahita, Warrintown, Elath, Shonet, Sharon, now you're in the Galbareth,
Nuath -- "

"Stop," Sorren said. Her head was spinning from the litany. "Go slower." Kadra repeated the names,
more slowly, and Sorren said them after her, pointing to each circle on the map.

"You'll know Mahita because it's bigger than the others and it sits on both sides of theriver, with a

bridge crossing from side to side. In Shonet, there are great heavenweed fields, you can smell them half
aday from town." Her wine-scented breath was warm on Sorren's cheek. "People don't ride through
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Shonet, they float." She broke off speaking to cough. Her face reddened, and she put both forearms over
her stomach.

"Do you want some water?' said Sorren, half rising. There was awater barrel beside the house.

"No. Sit there," rasped the ghya. She struggled, and the spasms subsided. "Near the Tezeraroad, there
are plenty of inns. You'll have no trouble finding food. After Nuath -- " she pointed to the map -- "comes
Yfarra. Theriverfolk live there. Then Morriton, Septh, and Kup-on-the-Marsh. Then Tezera."

Sorren repeated the names.

"Y our memory's good," said Kadra.

"Thank you," Sorren said.

L eaning over the map, she said the names to herself, trying to make them stick in her mind. Terzi,
Mahita, Warrintown, the witch-town to which shewould _not_ go, Sharon, Shonet -- no, that was
wrong, it was Shonet, _then  Sharon. The strong animal smell in the debris of the pen was making her

dizzy. But there was no shade in the space behind the house except in the goat hutch.

Kadra coughed again. When the fit was over, she said in a hoarse voice, "What do you know abut the
Ismenin Y ard teaching forbidden weapons?"'

Sorren said, "Why should | know anything?"

The ghya said, "Because Arre Med talks to you, girl, that's why. Don't play stupid. Isit true?"'

Terzi, Mahita, Warrintown, the witch-town, Shonet, Sharon, Nuath. Yfarra. She drummed it on her knee.
"I don't _know_," she answered, remembering Arre'sinstructions, to talk. "But I've heard it in the
market."

"WEell, don't say if you don't want to," said Kadra.

"What do you think about it?" Sorren asked.

"What do | care?' said the ghya. "I'm leaving -- one way or another."

Drawing her knife from the sheath in her belt, she began to pare her nails with it. The nail of her little
finger on her right hand was long, like a scribe's. She trimmed the others short. "Y ou ought to have a

knife," she said again. " Something."

"No." Sorren frowned. Terzi, Mahita, Warrintown, the witch-town, Shonet --
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"A bow then, to hunt with. Guardian, girl, you're planning to go on foot into a countryside you don't
know -- what if you get lost? What will you eat? Berries and nuts, like the chipmunks? What if you get
hurt, or you drink bad water and fal ill?"
“I'll make traps."
"Traps don't always catch anything. Can you throw stones and hit what you aim at?"
"Not very well."

"Y ou need a bow and arrows. | can get one for you, and | know a place you can practice. You'rea
northerner -- the skill'sin your blood. Y ou ought to learn it."

_Theskill'sinyour blood  -- Sorren'simagination stirred. She remembered the Card, the woman
drawing a bow silhouetted against the crescent moon. The Archer had gold hair, like her hair.
"Bondservants can't have weapons.”

"I'll keep it for you."

"It's ni'chea. What if someone saw me practicing?'

"They won't," said Kadra. "I know a perfect place. But even if they do, you're wrong. Bows and arrows
are ni‘cheaonly if the arrows have iron points. I'll make you arrows with blunt points. They're better for
small game, anyway."

"Can you make arrows?"' Sorren said. "l didn't know that."

Kadra grinned, not nicely. "Spare me the list of things that you don't know." She coughed again, bending
double, and spat in the dirt. "Cursed city air," she muttered.

It's not the air that makes you cough, Sorren thought, it'sthe drink -- but she did not say it. Warrintown,
the witch-town, Shonet, Sharon, Nuath, Y farra, Morriton, Septh, and Something-on-the-Marsh. Kup.
Paxe had a sword, which was ni‘chea, why should she not have a bow?

She crooked her arms, trying to remember from the Card of the Archer how one held it. Kadra chuckled.
"Want to try it?'

Sorren glanced sideways at her. "'l suppose | do."
"Good," said the ghya. "Meet me here next week and I'll have it for you. Stand up; let me see how tall
you are." Obediently, Sorren scrambled up. She was taller than anything in the scrubby yard except the

house itself, and it made her feel large and clumsy, as usual. Kadrarose. "Hold still," she directed, and
proceeded to measure Sorren from feet to armpit with her hands, asif Sorren were a horse. "All right."
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She sat. Sorren reseated herself on the ground.

"Why did you do that?" she asked.

"The bowyer needs to know your height to make the bow."
"How long will it be?"’

"When you stand with the lower tip on the ground, the upper should touch your armpit. I'll tell her to
make yours shorter; a short bow's best for hunting, because it doesn't snag on the brush.”

Timidly, Sorren said, "l can't pay for it until Festival. Arre usualy gives me amoney string then."

Kadra scowled, asif mention of money made her angry. "Never mind. The bowyer owes me afavor. It
won't cost me; why should it cost you?"

Sorren had the uneasy feeling that she was lying. But she was not about to say so. She ran the string of
names out in her head -- Warrintown, Elath, Shonet, Sharon -- "What should | wear to travel in?"

"Sturdy stuff,” said the ghya. "Boots, and a cloak, and warm clothes for cold weather."

"But I'm going in the summer," objected Sorren.

"It gets cold in the north at night, even in summertime.”

Sharon, Nuath, Yfarra, Morriton, Kup-on-the-Marsh. "How much money will | need?"

Kadra shrugged. "How much will you have?"

"I don't know," Sorren said. Part of the bondservant's agreement stated that there was money set aside
for her, which would be given her when her time of service ended. Arre would know. She wondered if
Arre would be feeling better when she got back to the house. "What's happening with the ship?' she
asked. "Isit finished yet?'

The look of longing came over Kadra's face. "The hull and keel are finished. The lower decks are done,
and they're working on the upper deck. When it's laid, the carpenters will come aboard to make cabins.
Ten days ago, they brought the masts downriver. It may even be ready to sail by Festival."

"What'sit called?' asked Sorren. Even ships, she thought, must have names.

"A namein the old tongue," Kadra said. "It means 'starfinder.' Starfinder -- _IInalamare ."
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Chapter Thirteen

The sgiisarrived at the Med Y ard on the sixth day of the first week of autumn, four days earlier than
Perrit said they would.

Paxe was sleeping when a hand on her naked shoulder brought her striking up from the pillow. She had
been dreaming about the Red Hills. She recognized Kaleb even as her hand sliced for his throat, and
grimaced apology as he jumped swiftly out of range.

"Sorry."

"Y ou wanted to be told when the sgjis arrived,” he said.

She rubbed her eyes. "They're here so soon? Perrit'samarvel." The sky gleamed hot blue through the
window. "How has the day gone?' she asked.

"Quiet, so far," said Kaleb.
Rising, Paxe walked to the wash basin and rinsed her face. "Did Perrit bring the swords himself?"
Kaeb nodded. "He's downstairs in the weapons shed, putting them away."

They went to the weapons shed. Perrit had bullied one of late watch guards, Sekki, into helping him. He
grumbled at Paxe as she ducked under the shed's low lintel, "I knew you wou'na have racks."

She glanced quickly to the back, to be sure that the live blades which had been brought from the Gate
guardhouse were stowed out of sight. But they were securely covered by silk and canvas. She gazed at
the shed walls. Perrit had made racks for the sgjisto lie on. She took a wooden blade from the rack and
ran her thumb along the wood. "White oak," she said.

"O' course."

The finish was like satin. She held the blade on her palm, feeling the balance. "They're beautiful, Perrit.
Thank you. No one in the city could have done this work but you."

"Walit till Arre Med seet' bill." He grew suddenly shy. "My wagon's here." He left the shed and walked
quickly acrossthe Yard, a small, squat man with immense shoulders. Kaleb closed the shed door and
locked it. The metallic sound was harsh in the silence.

Sekki bowed. "Excuse me, Captain, Yardmaster." She walked toward the gate.

Kaleb said, "The news of the Ismenin Y ard teaching the short sword is everywhere around the city."
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"I will tell Arre Med."
Kaeb said, "Paxe, does Ivor know that you intend to teach the short sword?'
Paxe said, "l haven't told him."

"Then he doesn't know." Kaleb rubbed his chin. "He may have trouble accepting it. He's city-born and -
bred. To him, asword in the city is ni‘chea, whatever its length."

That night, Paxe made her rounds in the darkness as she had been wont to do in the daylight, from post
to post, past the Travelers Hall, through Wine Street, along the Street of the Goldsmiths. At the Tanjo
guardpost, she halted. The dome sat outlined by starsin the clear night. A light shone from the entrance,
and a second light gleamed from the apartments behind the great red structure. "Who lives there?' she
asked, and guessed the answer before it came.

"Those are the rooms of the L'hel."

At sunrise, she went to the Yard to give Ivor the report. As always, he looked fresh and dapper asa
dancer, his hair in atopknot, his clothes washed and scented with lavender. "Come to the cottage,” she
said.

He followed her to the cottage. "Sit," she said, gesturing to the mats. He seated himself cross-legged on
the mat beside the table. Paxe sat opposite him.

"|s something wrong?' he said.

She folded her hands on her |ap, wondering how best to say it. Better to be blunt, she thought. "Ivor,"
she said, "have you ever used a sword?"

His face changed subtly. "No, Y ardmaster."

"Why do you look at me like that?"'

He touched his face with the fingertips of one hand. "l don't know what my face looks like."
"Y ou have heard the rumors that have been filling the city?"

"About the Ismenin soldiers learning the short sword? Of course.”

"They aretrue,”" said Paxe.

Ivor bowed his head. She wondered if it was so that she could not see his face. He glanced up again.
"The swords that were smuggled into the city -- the oneswe found, at any rate, were short swords."
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"Have you ever seen a sword other than those?' Paxe said. He shook his head. "Then how do you know
that?"

He fidgeted with his mustache. "Borti told me. He said it might be important.”

"It isimportant. Short swords are not covered by the Ban. That's why the Ismeninas are not afraid to
teach them. Days ago Arre Med went to the Tanjo, to talk with the L'hel about the swords in the city. |
don't know what they said to one another; she didn't tell me. But short swords are still not covered by the
Ban. And we, too, are going to teach it to_our_ soldiers.”

"How?"' said the captain.

"With sgjis. Wooden swords. They've been made already; they're in the weapons shed." Paxe took the
key to the shed from her pocket and laid it on the table. Ivor picked it up. "Arre Med desires the guard to
have a decent familiarity with the weapons by Harvest Festival."

Ivor swallowed. "Y ardmaster," he began, and stopped.

"Say it," Paxe said.

"All my lifel have been told that swords within the city wallsis ni‘chea."

Paxe looked at her hands and found that her fists were clenched. She opened them. "If they were ni‘chea,
don't you think the White Clan would have spoken by now?"

"I suppose so," he said. "But -- Yardmaster, have you ever walked across ground that looked and
seemed solid, only to have it quiver and shake under your weight like the sand beneath the tides? Y ou
tell me short swords are not ni‘chea, and my stomach feels the ground give under my feet."

"I know," Paxe said. "l feel it too. But | am the Med Y ardmaster, and those are my instructions from
Arre Med, to teach the sword. All | need to know -- all you need to know, Captain -- isthat it isnot

illegal "

He bowed from his seated position, palms together, and then rose fluidly. He started toward the door.
"Wait!"

Heturned. "Yardmaster." His face was stone.

"Y ou have not heard my report,” she said.

"Y ardmaster."
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"It was quiet." Too damn quiet, she thought. He was still watching her with eyes like agate, and she
wanted to smack his head, hard, or else put her arms about him, whatever might thaw that frozen
expression. "The guards at the baths found two men sleeping near the furnace and sent them to one of
the travelers shelters. Two drunks had a fight on the Batto district border and the Batto guards broke it
up. A woman was found ill on Oil Street and one of the guards delivered her to the Tanjo -- " She made
him listen to the recitation, watching his eyes slowly change, and see her. When she finished, her right
temple was throbbing as if someone had struck her. But Ivor no longer looked asif his blood had
changed toice.

He bowed. "Is there more, Y ardmaster?’

She wondered if she should tell him about the shadower Arre had had her find for Kim Batto. But no,
that was none of his business, and it would only upset him further to know it. Whatever balance he had

found was precarious, and till it was strengthened she did not want to impair it. "Nothing, Captain.
Dismissed.”

* * % *

Two hours before sunset, the Y ard was full. When Paxe came from the cottage, she counted forty people
inside the fence. Most of the day watch was there, and the tension of suppressed excitement was stifling,
like the pressure of air before arainstorm. She wondered how the word had gone around so quickly.
Some of the soldiers had formed fighting circles. But when Paxe stepped into the Y ard, the circles broke
apart. The guards all turned to watch her. The door to the weapons shed was, of course, locked. She
caught Kaleb's eye; he crossed to her side. "There are not enough sgjis for all of them," she said. "Who
ordered this?'

"Not I." He fished the shed key from his pocket. She opened the shed; the sgjislay on their racks. Paxe
lifted one, then a second from its place. She gave one to Kaleb.

"Remember?' she said. "It's been along time since the desert.”
Histeeth flashed in the shadowy hut. "I remember."

Asthey stepped into the sunlight, the waiting guards drew a collective breath. Paxe pointed at random.
"Y ou. Stand outside the Y ard gate. No one not wearing Med colorsisto enter."

Disappointment surged across the face of the soldier she had picked, but he bowed without speaking and
went to the gate.

Paxe pivoted to face Kaleb. "L et's show them something,” she said. "Slowly."
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He dipped the point of the wooden blade in salute and fell into stance. She struck at him, and he
countered. She struck a second time, and he countered again and then struck at her, making her leap out
of range. The strokes of defense and attack made a pattern which they both knew: thiswasa_naiga , a
prescribed series of thrusts and parries, which she had learned from Tyre and taught to Kaleb in the
desert. This particular naiga had twenty-five steps.

Slice, dlice, thrust, parry, backstep, cut at the legs. As she moved, her chest tightened; she was breathing
wrong. She forced the air out with her strokes. Huff. Huff. At the fourteenth step in the dance, Kaleb
faltered, and she leaped inside his guard and bore his sword hand to the side and away and threw him,
with amotion that left her in possession of his sword. He rolled and came up standing just out of her
reach.

Kneeling, Paxe dlid his sword toward him, hilt first. He scooped it up, careful not to touch the edge with
hisfingers.

Paxe said, to a silence so thick she could ailmost smell it: "The first rule of sword practice is to treat the
wooden sword asif it were not wooden, but steel. Never touch the point or the edge of the blade with
your hand. Never play with it, nor permit othersto play with it around you."

The soldiers drew closer. A few nodded. She went on. "This sword is a kyomos, a short sword. It is not
covered by the Ban and istherefore legal to use. _However_-- " she paused, gathering their attention to
focus -- "at present, use of the short sword, like use of a spear, isreserved for properly trained guards,
and must be confined to the Yard. Any soldier of mine who takes ablade -- " she tapped the sgji so that
they would be sure to understand she meant even a wooden one -- "beyond these walls will be punished
_and_ that transgression will be reported to the Tanjo."

More nods. She grinned, and dropped the formal manner. "Y ou got that? Good. No talk about them
either, you donkeys; to your mothers or your bedmates or even to each other outside the fence. What we
do in hereis our concern. If you're asked, look innocent. The asker won't believe you but it doesn't
matter. Now -- " She picked four soldiers from the circle and told them to take the sgjis from the
weapons shed and hand them out. "There won't be enough for you all. Don't worry about it. No!" Thisto
Kepi, who had wrapped her fingers around the blade above the hilt. "Y ou just lost four fingers from your
left hand. Drop the blade." Scarlet, Kepi dropped the sgji on the dirt. "Now go and stand against the wall.
Kinith, you pick it up." Kneeling, Kinith grasped the sgji as he had seen her do, fingers around the hilt.

"Have any of you ever used a blade?' she said.

Four voices murmured assent. "Fine. Y ou're instructors. Don't get puffy about it. All right, those with the
sgjis stand in two facing lines. Hold the sword out, so." They copied her stance. "Right foot forward.
Right hand first on the hilt, like holding the spear but close together. Get those shoulders down. Hands
level with your waist. Your grip should be firm but light." Laying her sword down, she checked the four
"Instructors’ to make sure they did, indeed, know what they were doing. The guards without swords
watched jealously. "Yes. All right, you four give up your blades. Go and check stances. No, that's not
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how you pick it up! One knee down and back straight so that you can look around you, idiot." She
imitated the man who had bent from the waist to pick up the sword. "Best way | can think of to get
stabbed in the rump. Go stand next to Kepi."

She taught them the first stroke, the downward dlice forward. In alittle while, the Y ard rang with a
count. ("One -- andtwo -- andthree -- and four!") A light breeze from the south cooled the space,
but even with it, soon she and Kaleb and all the guards were sweating. "Tighten your butt muscles at the
end of your swing, but keep your hands and shoulders limber. The stroke should be firm. Don't let the
point dip. If the blade wiggles as you strike, your grip iswrong, probably too tight. And one -- and two
-- and three -- and four. And one -- andtwo -- andthree -- and four. First line, lay your swords
down, _kneeling_, assholes, yes, that's right. Back up. Y ou ten, step forward and take them. Why are
you holding the blade above the hilt? Idiot. Against the fence. You, pick it up. And one -- and two --
and three -- and four."

By the end of two hours, al the guards, including the man at the gate and the ones who spent most of the
time by the fence, had a chance to learn the naigas first three steps. Paxe called them all together and
repeated her warnings to them before she let them go. Kaleb supervised the return of the sgjis to the shed.
He came to stand beside her. "What do you think?' she asked him.

He nodded. "They'll do."

"Aslong as they don't talk about it." She stretched, feeling her joints pop. Her muscles were sore and
tense. She touched Kaleb's arm. "Train with me for a bit. Empty-hand."

He grinned, and shifted hisweight. "Yai!" She reached for him and he spun around her. They struck and
countered and threw each other to the ground, and Paxe's muscles |loosened. At last she signaled halt.
Her hair and clothing were caked with dust.

"Ah, that's better," she said. "l feel more like a human being."

Kaleb said cheerfully, "You smell like a donkey."

"Wretch. Is that how you speak to your commander?' She grinned. "Guardian, | do, don't I. I'd better
bathe. Give me the shed key."

He handed her the heavy key. "When do you plan to hold a second session with the swords," he said,
"one that the late watch can attend?”

"Tomorrow afternoon,” Paxe said, "before watch change.”

* * % *
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Two days later, Paxe walked into the Y ard at midnight to receive Kaleb's report, and found two men
waiting for her: Kaleb, and Sereth, the day Gate Captain.

The Y ard was empty, except for those two. She nodded greeting to them, wondering what Sereth was
doing there. Since watch reassignment, she had not seen him at all. He had not come to the sword
training, but she assumed it was not because he was shirking but because he was exhausted after a day
on the Gate. Kaleb, too, looked weary. But he also looked annoyed.

"How was the day?' she said.

"I've had better," Kaleb answered. He gave her a brief report, and then pointed his chin at Sereth. "Y our
Gate Captain, here, desires to have speech with you. He refusesto talk to me, or to Ivor."

Sereth shifted from one foot to the other. "Y ardmaster," he said, "1 know it's unusual but | do have
reason."

"You'd better,” Paxe said. All complaints or suggestions from the captains were supposed to go first to
their watch commanders or to Kaleb. Sereth's thick sandy hair was sticking out from his head, asit did
when he was alarmed. "Well," she said, "let's go to the cottage.”

The house was dark. Paxe reached for tinder and flint and lit alamp. Asthe room brightened, Sereth
said, "Y ardmaster, please forgive me for coming to you in this fashion."

Paxe said, "It's not | who should forgive you, but Ivor and Kaleb. Y ou insult them when you disregard
their authority in thisway."

"I mean no insult, truly," said Sereth. "Only, thisisimportant!"

Kaleb's brows drew together.

Paxe said coldly, "Y ou are impertinent and tactless, Captain. Sit down. What's this about?'

Sereth seated himself. Kaleb loomed ominously at his shoulder. "It's about Leth-no-Chayatha," he said.

"Vanes's caravan master."

"Yes. You told me to question him, about the swords."
"And you did."

"And | did, and he knew nothing, he swore it, by the Guardian, on his mother's grave, by all the demons
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of winter, he knew nothing." Sereth frowned. "I didn't believe him. Something in his manner -- but the
Blue Clan would not let a Truthfinder be called, and | didn't think | was going to get anywhere by asking
him the same questions over and over again. He kept repeating his answers. So | stopped.”

"When did you stop questioning him?" asked Kaleb.

"The last day of the Feast of the Ox," said Sereth. "I stopped but | kept an eye on him." He paused, then
stuck hisjaw out stubbornly and continued. "l asked my second to cover for me afew times so that |
could leave my post, and | asked some friends on the late and night watches to help me."

"Go on," said Paxe grimly.

"The night of the half moon -- three daysago -- heleft his house and went to a place he'd never gone
before. The other days he spent doing mostly the same things: going to taverns and over to Sellers

Alley."

"Did you follow him _there , too?' said Kaleb, his voice dripping sarcasm.

"Yes. But | stayed in the shadows, and | don't think he saw me. He's got afine body -- " Sereth's teeth
flashed -- "and | guess he likes making money with it. Anyway, he went to this house, and when he
cameout hehad a_lot_ of money. He spent it on clothes and jewelry and gambling in the taverns and
he's been eating in places a caravan master can't usually afford.”

"He got paid for something," said Paxe. "All right, Sereth, what house did he visit?'

"Isak Med's," said Sereth.

Paxe blinked. I1sak. Arre had suspected Isak of having something to do with the swords. "What do you
think happened at that house?' she said.

"I'm sure he got paid for something," said Sereth, obviously trying not to sound surprised at the question.
"I thought -- well, it seemed likely that it has something to do with the swords."

"Why?' said Kaleb. But the concentration in his dark face showed that he was taking Sereth's story
serioudly at last.

Sereth said, "Because the Ismenin Y ard is teaching the short sword; has been, since before we found the
swords in Vanesi's wagon. And Isak Med and Ron Ismenin are friends."

Paxe said, leaning forward, "How do _you_ know when the Ismenin Y ard started teaching?'

Sereth said, "My sister's son's father has a brother who is a guard there. He got drunk three nights ago,
and told me."
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So Dobrin'srules for secrecy were breaking down at last. With rumors flying about the city like bats, the
Ismenin soldiers must be feeling that it doesn't matter who they talk to, Paxe thought. She nodded at
Sereth. "You areright,” she said, "and you were correct to come to me about it. | take back my harsh
words."

"Unfortunately,” Kaleb put in, hunkering down beside Sereth, "nothing you've said is evidence of a
crime. So a man has money. So what? Would you like to go in front of a Med district magistrate and
bring a charge against |sak Med?"

Sereth ran his fingers through his hair. "Of course not. But | thought, if Leth were to betalked to -- " He
glanced at Paxe, hopeful and uncertain. "Y ou're more forceful than | am, Y ardmaster. He might tell you
what he wouldn't tell me."

At hisside, Kaleb gave alow chuckle. "Paxe, he wants you to beat it out of the man."

"It wouldn't have to be that," Sereth said hastily. "Only -- he's_very vain."

Kaleb's teeth gleamed. "Threaten to cut his nose off."

"Wait aminute," said Paxe. "Just wait. | am not going to go chasing Vanesi's caravan master around
Kendra-on-the-Delta with a carving knife."

Sereth bounced alittle on the mat. "Y ou don't have to. | know where heis. He went to the public baths
this afternoon. Right now, he'sin a pipe den in the Batto district. It's called the House of Pleasant
Dreams and it'sin the Street of the Whispers. He's planning to be there until two hours after midnight,
and then he's going to Sellers Alley."

Kaeb said, "l know that pipe den."

The light from the chobata lit his face; his weariness seemed to have fallen from him like a discarded
shirt. "The owner's Asech; his name's Skandar. | know him. He wouldn't object if we wanted to speak
privately with one of his patrons, aslong as we didn't wake the others up.... He has private rooms, also."

Sereth beamed at the watch commander's words.

Paxe said, "Well, you're convinced." She rose, and walked around the room. The statue of the Guardian,
in its place, seemed to watch her, and for amoment, it almost seemed to move.

"All right," she said finally, "let'stry it." She wondered what Arre would say if Paxe brought her
evidence proving that Isak Med was directly involved with smuggling swords.

* * % *
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Sereth accompanied them to the pipe den, of course. The two men waited in the Y ard while Paxe
summoned Dis, her watch second, and instructed her to make rounds in Paxe's place. Diswas a stolid,
dependable woman, and a grandmother with six grandchildren at last count. "Whatever you're doing,"
she said, "have fun."

The farther south they walked, the thicker the fog. It smelled of fish. "Down by the docks, it must be
thick enough to swimin," said Sereth.

Kaeb sad, "l can't swim."

Paxe glanced at him. His face was somber. She tripped him. He took two quick steps forward and
whirled on his toes.

"What are you so gloomy about?' she demanded. "A while ago, you were al joyful, now you're down a
well!"

"I was thinking," said Kaleb.

"What were you thinking?"'

"How to talk to Leth-no-Chayatha" His grin grew wolfish.

Paxe frowned. "He won't take much persuading,” she said. "He's going to be cloud-high on heavenweed."
"True," said Kaleb. "Very true."

They were challenged three times before they reached the Street of the Whispers, twice by Med guards
and once by a Batto guard. The damp streets seemed to mute their steps. Kaleb, of course, was noiseless,
and Sereth glanced at him enviously three or four times, and finally asked, "How can you move so

slently?’

"Training," said Kaleb. "Practice. | was brought up in the desert, and learned to approach rats so silently
that | could take them with my bare hands."

Sereth flicked an unbelieving look at Paxe. "It'strue,” she said. "I've seen him do it." Drops of mist
rolled down her collar, and she thrust her hands in her pockets and cursed to herself, wishing she had
remembered to wear her cloak with the hood.

The mist made the gray pitted streets gleam black in the lamplight. They passed few others. some late-

night carousers, who barely knew it was raining, agirl let out late from her shift at atavern, an old man
plodding homeward beside a droop-eared donkey; appearing and then vanishing in the mist like ghosts.
Many of the taverns they passed seemed half empty, and afew, that looked asif they ought to be open,
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were barred closed.
They came to the Street of the Whispers. "Why do they call it that?' Paxe asked.

Sereth answered, "Because there's a spot on the street, they say, where, if you stand there, you can hear
every word anyone else is saying anywhere on the block. I've never found it."

"Have you tried?" asked Kaleb.
Sereth shrugged. "Once or twice."

They were two blocks from the House of Pleasant Dreams. Already Paxe could smell the strong, sweet
scent of the drug. The heavenweed smoked in the pipe dens was a lot stronger than the kind one could
find on the streets. Paxe preferred heavenweed as an intoxicant to wine, because it heightened the senses
in away she liked.

But she had stopped smoking heavenweed when Ricky had started to do nothing else. She wondered
how he was, and if he had received the boots she'd sent him.

"Here," said the Gate Captain. "Here we are.”

The house was long and low, built like a warehouse, with few windows. A banner flapped on apole
above the door. On it was a painted picture of aclay pipe and the serrated-edged leaf of the heavenweed
plant. Under the picture was written: _The House of Pleasant Dreams _, in faded letters. The heavenscent
was overpowering. "In this place," said Sereth, "even the mice are high."

He mimicked an intoxicated mouse. Paxe chuckled, and jerked her head toward the door. "Come on,
actor."

"Let metalk to Skandar," said Kaleb. Paxe nodded. They pushed open the door.

The long room was in shadow: choba dishes on small tables sent tongues of light over the dreamy faces
of the smokers. The room was hot and stuffy. The heat came from braziers standing at intervalsin the
corridor; smokers tended to feel chill more quickly than other people. The room was broken up into
smaller rooms by half-screens, no higher than the height of atall man, which gave theillusion of
privacy. Voices murmured from the cubicles; laughter sounded from the back of the house. The air was
heavy with heavenweed; almost at once, Paxe felt her body beginning to respond to the drug's allure.
That, too, she told herself, was an illusion.

A man hurried to them down the corridor. He had atypical Asech face, dark, narrow, bronze, with blue
jewels glinting in his earlobes. Kaleb went forward to talk to him and they had a whispered
conversation. Kaleb came back to them. "L eth-no-Chayatha isin a back booth, high as the Tanjo dome.
Skandar says he can put usin aback room and then bring the man to us, but he requests us, please, to
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keep this quiet, or it will disturb his customers.”
"How much?' said Paxe, feeling for her money string.
"A trey."

Paxe worked the bonta from her pocket and gave it to Kaleb, who gave it to Skandar. They followed the
man past the booths to another wooden door. Here the rooms were solider, walled in wood. There were
cushions on the mats and a table to lean on. Paxe took off her shoes and sat on a cushion. Sereth thrust
his hands through his hair until it looked like a scrub-brush. She hit hisleg to get his attention. " Sit
down."

He sat. Kaleb leaned on the doorframe. In a moment, they heard avoice. "That's Leth," said Sereth.
"Chea, he's high." The mumbled words were thick as glue.

Kaleb said, "When he walks in, I'll bring him down. Y ardmaster, you hold his arms and shoulders.
Sereth, get hislegs. We'd better have something to stuff in his mouth.”

Paxe said, "Use his shirt. You're going to strip him."
Kaleb said, "Good idea."
"Where should | -- " Sereth began.

"There!" said Paxe, pointing to the end of the table nearest the door. Sereth scrambled to it. The door
opened and a man walked in. "Now what's this?' he said, peering forward into the dim space.

Kaleb reached out, spun him, and threw him backward over the table in one crisp economical motion.
Sereth grabbed his feet. Paxe locked his arms behind his head, immobilizing historso. As his back hit
the table, he cried out in pain. Kneeling, Kaleb caught his shirt in one strong hand and ripped downward.
It came free, and he thrust the back of it into Leth's open mouth before the caravan master realized what
was happening. Asthe cloth filled his mouth, he started to struggle, trying to buck and roll free of his
captors. Kaleb put a hand on his throat, finger and thumb on each of the big arteries, and applied
pressure. Leth gasped, and his eyes started to glaze.

Kaleb took his hand away. "If you yell, no one can hear you," he said. His hand snaked to his boot and
came up with aknife. Sereth's eyes widened, and he glanced at Paxe, who shrugged. "All we want are
the answers to some questions. Y ou tell us, we go away. Y ou don't tell us, we hurt you. Understand?"

Comprehension and the drug struggled in Leth's blue eyes. He tried to speak through the gag. Kaleb

smiled, and laid the tip of the knife tenderly against the man's dark belly. "Don't yell," he said, and
pulled the soggy gag out.
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"Who the hell are-- " Kaleb put the gag back over the man's mouth, but did not forceit in.

"That's none of your concern, my friend. Now, here'sthe first question.” He dug the knife in alittle.
Blood trickled down Leth's belly. He sucked in his breath to escape the probing steel, and Paxe pulled
down on hisarms, forcing his back to arch upward. Kaleb lifted the knife. "Who paid you to put the
kyomos into Vanesi's caravan?"

He lifted the gag. Leth said, in achoked voice, "l didn't, | didn't. You've got the wrong -- "

"Person," said Kaleb, clapping the gag back on. "Y ou don't think | mean it. Hold him." Lightly, he began
to draw the knife along the man's muscular torso, from nipples to belly button, making one line, two,
three -- He stopped and reached into his pocket. He held up a bag. Paxe recognized it. It was the bag
she kept salt in; Kaleb had taken it from her kitchen. She had not even seen him go there.

"Salt," he said. He laid the knife down and began to open the bag, slowly, drawing it out. Paxe |looked at
Sereth. The younger guard was pale, his lipstight together. Leth was trying to writhe free again and she
clamped down hard on his arms. The salt would hurt but it would not damage. She only hoped that he
was not too high to feel it.

Kaleb had the bag open. Casually, he pinched salt between thumb and finger and dusted it over the
wounds. L eth squealed, through the gag, and tried to break free, but Sereth and Paxe held him fast. Tears
rolled from his eyes. Kaleb waited until the man stopped fighting, and lifted the gag. "Who paid you to
put the kyomosinto Vanesi's caravan?' he said.

"Minto," said Leth. "The Lord Cha Minto."

"He'slying," said Sereth instantly. "He went nowhere near the Minto house."

“I'm not lying, | swear it -- " Leth's voice rose. Kaleb stuffed the gag in his mouth and leaned on it. With
his left hand he rolled Leth's trouser waist down over the man's hips to just above the genitals.

He picked up the knife.

"Wait," said Paxe. Leth had, indeed, a nice body; trim and tight and sleek as awildcat's. "Lift the gag."
Kaeb obeyed. "Tell me," Paxe said, "who _handed _you the money."

"Isak Med," said Leth.
"Where?"
"At his house. But hetold me it was Minto money, that he was just the paymaster.”

"Do you believe him?' said Kaleb. "If not -- " Helifted the knife.
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"] swear it'strue," sad Leth, and his voice broke. "Please -- "

"Shut up," said Paxe. There was no reason for him to be making it up. Of course, Isak might have told
him to say it, if asked. It was just the sort of thing Isak would do.

"Make sure," she said to Kaleb, and tightened her hold. Kaleb nodded, his face resolute. Paxe |looked
away; so did Sereth.

Nothing that followed was pleasant. But at last, Kaleb lifted the knife and said, "I think he's honest."
Through the gag, L eth sobbed, more in fear and humiliation than in pain. Kaleb drew the pants up over
the cuts, trying not to scrape them. Leth had stuck to the story; that 1sak Med had told him, casually,
offhandedly, that he was paymaster for Cha Minto.

"One other thing," said Paxe. Kaleb lifted the gag. Leth gazed at her with swollen eyes. "Where did you
get the swords from?'

"They were delivered to us just outside Mahita. | put them in the boxes."
"How did you know where to get paid?"

"I got a message."

"Weren't you afraid of the Ban?' asked Paxe.

L eth shrugged, and winced. Paxe scowled, and he flinched away from her. "I thought -- if the Minto
house was bringing in the swords, it had to be all right," he said timidly.

Kaleb snorted. "Did you think that before or after you got paid?’

Somewhere in the den awoman's voice sighed aoud, in fear or pleasure -- it wasimpossible to say.
Paxe felt lightheaded from the omnipresent smoke. Cha Minto, she thought, and I sak? She would not
have thought Cha Minto capable of it -- he had always seemed to her to be rather asimpleton -- but if
Isak had manipulated him into it -- yes, she could believeit.

"Why did you agree to it?" she asked.

"For the money," said L eth-no-Chayatha, his voice a shade puzzled.

Paxe sighed, and released her grip on hisarms. "All right."

Sereth let go of Leth's feet. He sat up, moving with care, and lifted himself from the table to the mat.
Absently, Kaleb moved back to give him room. "Can | go?' Leth said humbly, to the second.
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Kaleb looked at Paxe. His knife was still in his hand. "May he?"’

"Yes, let him go. Give him his shirt." Sereth fished it from the floor and handed it to him. It was tattered,
damp with saliva, and looked like arag.

"Don't go shouting to the housetops that you were questioned at knifepoint about swords,” Paxe said, "or
you may find yourself in a guardhouse. Until the Council says otherwise, bringing swords into the city is
still unlawful. There'll be someone watching you until you leave. When are you going north?"

"After Festival," said Leth.

"Make sure you do go," said Paxe. She stared hard at him, and filled her voice with menace. "Y ou got
off very easily, you know. It could have been worse. It still can be, if you open your mouth."

Leth shivered. "I won't say anything."

"See that you don't. You sit here. We'll leave." Sherose. Sereth stood, stretching his cramped arms.
Kaleb swept the bag of salt from the table, and standing, made his knife disappear.

They put their boots back on, and went to the front of the pipe den. Skandar came from aroom. "How
have you left him?' he whispered.

"Whole," said Kaleb, "but shaken. Thanks, my friend. Y our service won't be forgotten."
"No trouble." He ushered them outside.

Paxe sighed as the cool, foggy air swirled round them. Her head ached; she told herself it was from the
smoke in the pipe den. She clapped Kaleb on the shoulder.

"Thanks. | couldn't have done that," she said.

Sereth shuddered. "Nor could |."

Kaleb shrugged with his hands. "Here." He handed Paxe the bag of salt. She put it in her pocket. The
wind swept from the south, sending leaves rustling and knocking unlatched window screens against their
frames.

Sereth said, "Shall | find someone to watch him?"

Paxe smiled. "No. But let him think you have. Y ou know where he lives; you might wander by it
sometime when he's there, to let him see you. Y ou were wise to come to me about it."
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Sereth tried to hide his grin of delight. "Now where are we going?' he said.
"Y ou are going to your beds," said Paxe. "And | to work." And in the morning, she thought, | will talk
with Arre. They walked slowly east and north, three ghosts, appearing and vanishing in the mournful
darkness.
Chapter Fourteen
"ChaMinto?' said Arre. "Are you sure?'
"I'm sure," said Paxe.
They sat in the little parlor. Arre was waiting for Jenith, and for Morin, the tailor. In the early morning
hours, the east wind had risen and blown across the city, sending the fog scudding west. The sun sat over
an ocean sparkling like silver, and the sky was clear and blue and hot.
Arre had not been prepared for Paxe's tale, but the news that Cha Minto had paid for the smuggling of
the swords into the city did not surprise her. " So that's what was wrong with him at the Council
meeting." She turned the bracelets on her left arm. "I don't suppose | want to know exactly how you
obtained this information."
"No," said Paxe, "you don't. But | guarantee you my informant believesit."
Arre wondered how Isak had enticed Cha Minto into this scheme. Were they lovers? she wondered.
Somehow she did not think so. Her mouth was dry; she reached to the carafe of water that sat on the
lacquer table and poured a second glass. Ever since her sickness, she had been taken, off and on, with a
raging thirst.

Paxe's eyes followed her movements. "Arre, are you recovered?' she said.

"I seem to be," said Arre. "I've had no wine since that night." It was still difficult for her to believe that
she'd dlept for two days. "What are they saying in the city, now, about Ron Ismenin and the swords?"

"The news that the Ismenin Y ard is teaching swordplay is al over the city."
" Are people connecting the Ismeninas with the smuggled swords?’

Paxe rubbed her chin. "Not yet. Oh, afew have. It's strange, Arre. Weapons just don't seem _real to the
city-born. They talk about them but they don't think about them."

"How are your soldiers reacting to the sword training?’
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"They loveit. But even they don't see swords asreal, as tools that can maim or kill."
"I hope they never do," Arre said softly.
Paxe said, "Do you think there's a chance of it?"

Arre sighed. "I told you once, | don't know what Ron Ismenin plans. Maybe you can find out. Ask your
friend Dobrin."

She had meant it half seriously. But Paxe's eyes narrowed, and then she nodded. "I may," she said.

Lalith tapped on the doorjamb. "L ady?"'

"Yes, child, what isit?

"Jenith is here to see you."

"Good." Arre set the glass down on the table.

Paxerose. "I'll leave you to talk." She stretched her long arms above her head. "Guardian, I'm tired." She
strode out. She halted a moment in the corridor to talk to Jenith: Arre heard their voices, Paxe's deep, the
stranger's higher but husky. Then Jenith came into the parlor. She was small and dark, with an attractive,
weathered face and gold rings in both her ears.

"Lady." She bowed, and looked about her with frank appreciation. "Thisisnice. | like the little lamps.”
"Thank you," said Arre, amused and charmed. The lamps were white porcelain, the finest made in al of
Arun; on them an artist had painted grapes still on the vine, in tribute to that source of Med wealth. The
colors were fresh and luminous. "So do |. Please sit." She pointed to the stool.

Jenith sat. "Do you mind if | smoke?"

"No." Arre watched, fascinated, as Jenith drew a pipe and alittle kid pouch from a pocket in her robe.
Shefilled the pipe from the pouch with a green herb, then drew tinder and flint from the same place, and

lit the pipe.

"Ah." Shetipped her head back and opened her mouth. A ring of soft gray smoke floated toward the
ceiling. "That's better."

Arre had never seen anyone blow smoke rings before. She watched, fascinated, as the gray rings floated
from the woman's mouth and headed toward the ceiling. Before they got there, they dissipated, and Arre
wondered what it would be like if they hung together; she imagined a ceiling lined with hovering gray
rings.
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"Want some?" said Jenith, waving the pipe at her.

"No, thank you," said Arre. The scent of heavenweed filled the sunny chamber. "I'm sorry | was sick
before, when you came."”

"Ho, were you sick? They didn't tell me; they just said, come back. | would have come back the next day
but that was the day the courier left town and of course | followed him."

"Left town," said Arre. "Kim Batto |eft town?'

"No. But his messenger did." Jenith pointed the stem of the pipe at Arre. "Y ou know, Lady, your
instructions weren't very good. Paxe said | wasto follow Kim Batto, but you don't really want to know
where Kim Batto goes every day, do you? Oh, | can tell you that. What you want to know iswhat he's
_doing_."

Arreraised her eyebrows. "Go on," she said.

"A moment. Excuse me." Jenith took out a stick and poked at her pipe. She sucked it hard, until smoke
came from the bowl in athin steady stream.

"Anyway, | started by following Kim Batto, as| wastold. First day last week | don't know what he did; |
wasn't watching then; Paxe only came to see me that afternoon. Second day he went to the market and to
the Tanjo. Third day he went to the baths, and then to the tailor, where he picked out fabric for some
new clothes to wear to the Ismenin betrothal ."

"How do you know what the clothes were for?' demanded Arre.

"| talked to the tailor. He's aneighbor of Shem, my second in the warehouse. He didn't know why |
wanted to know."

"l see" said Arre. "Go on."

"Fourth day -- " Jenith paused to blow afat smoke ring -- "fourth day he spent the morning in his house.
| talked to one of the kitchen boys and found out that he was writing, and swearing alot. That afternoon
acourier came to the house, not a messenger but a guard wearing riding clothes. | got curious. | found a
friend and told him to stay at the house and watch what the Batto lord did, and then | followed the
courier. He left the house with a bag under his arm, and went to the stables to rent ahorse. | know
someone in the Med district stable, so | borrowed a horse and followed. He took the river road. He put
the bag and what was in it in his saddlebag, and whenever he stopped to eat, he took it with him, so |
guessed it was important. He went to Mahitathe first night, and | stayed in the inn with him, but he slept
with the bag in his bed. In Warrintown and Elath, he did the same. In Elath, he talked to agirl at the
Travelers Hall and told her he was going to Nuath." She blew another smoke ring. Arre sat, entranced
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by the recital.

"On the road between Elath and Shonet, he got careless, or cocky. He left the bag in the stable when he
went to an inn to eat. 'Course, he didn't know | was there. He did the same thing that night. So | went
into the stable with a big rolled-up kava leaf, the biggest | could find, tied with a bit of string, and | put it
in the bag, and | took out what was there." Reaching into her capacious robe, she withdrew awhite
scroll, sealed with the Batto crest, the running horse. "Then | rode asfast as | could back. It would have
been impossible on the horse _he wasriding, but | was on an Asech horse, so it took me half the time
to get back that it had taken him to go. Even if he discovered the leaf in the morning, he won't be back
for two more days."

Arre took the scroll in both hands. "Y ou astound me," she managed.

Jenith smiled. "It was easy," she said smugly. "The guard was afool not to see me. I'd've seen me. But
then, after he started smoking heavenweed on the road, he'd not have noticed apig if it had crawled into
his bed."

Arre opened the scroll.

She scanned it quickly, automatically trandating its formal language in her mind. It wasto the Lord Tarn
I Nuath Ryth, of the town of Nuath. It confirmed an agreement between Tarn i Nuath Ryth and Kim
Batto "in recognition of mutual interest" and contained vague alusionsto grain prices which might be
lowered in response to the rendering of service having to do with the Council of Houses of Kendra-on-
the-Delta. What, she thought, was going on? She had expected Jenith to provide her with some evidence
of the link between Ron Ismenin and the Tanjo, not evidence of what appeared to be a treaty between
Kim Batto and some upriver, Blue Clan barbarian!

Shere-read the scroll. It told her no more the second reading. She wondered what the

"services' (carefully unspecified in the scroll) were going to be. There were not, she thought tartly,
going to be any such services done. The making of treaties by individual houses (except in the
traditional way, by marriage) with other houses or clans was strictly forbidden. She grinned at the
thought of what Kim Batto would do when his courier returned to say he had gotten as far as Shonet --
or Sharon, or even Nuath -- when he noticed the scroll was missing.

Jenith said, "Was it something you wanted?"

Arrelooked up. "It was certainly something | wanted," she said. "I hadn't anticipated it, that's all, and I'm
not sure what it is. | must owe you some money." She went to her chest, hesitated, and then pulled out
two tetras. She brought them to the small dark woman. "Is this sufficient?' she asked. "Y ou must have
had some traveling expenses.”

"It coversthem," said Jenith. "I didn't have many; | borrowed ahorse, and | slept in the stables." She
lifted her pipe from the lacquer table. "Do you want me to keep on at it, Lady?'
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"I do," said Arre. "At least for another four days, till the Ismenin betrothal ."

Jenith's capable hands hid the coins amid her robes. Her hair was pitch-black and scented with jasmine,
and she wore a copper talisman with the figure of an ox on it around her neck.

"Don't those rings hurt?' Arre said, gesturing to the gold rings in Jenith's ears.

"Naw," said the Asech woman. "My aunt made the holes with a pin, when | was just a babe. My
daughters have them, too."

"Y ou have children?"
"Three of them; two girlsand a son."
"How old are you?' Arre asked.

"Forty," said Jenith. She smiled. "I've worked for the Med house since | was twelve; in the fields, in the
winery, and now in the warehouse."

Forty, thought Arre. Jenith was only four years younger than she. "Thank you for your service to my
house," she said.

Jenith nodded. "Y ou pay well. Good day to you, Lady." She marched out.

Borrowed a horse and slept in the stables, Arre thought; | could not do that. | couldn't've done it twenty
years ago. The knowledge left her somewhat bemused.

* * % *

That afternoon, Paxe went to talk to Dobrin.

She had planned to sleep until it was time for her to teach the first sword class. But she had not been able
to sleep. At last, she had risen from her bed and opened the lid to the cedar chest.

She took the sword from it, and laid it to one side. Then she reached into the chest for the things she
knew were there, though she had not seen them in sixteen years. She found the clove ail first; she
unstoppered the bottle to smell the oil. It still smelled usable. The powder was in alittle box with its
brush. She took it out. Last, her fingers encountered the piece of faded red cloth that she had brought
back with her from the Red Hills. She lifted it from the depths of the chest and laid it across her knees.

Tyre had worn it. Dying, he had taken it from hisarm and put it in her hand: his shariza, emblem of the
cheari, given to him fifty years before by Domenia. Paxe tried to tell him she had no right to it, but he
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had not listened.

She stroked it. It smelled of cedar. She had never worn it and she was not going to wear it now, but she
had needed to look at it.

She fixed her eyes on the red stone image of the Guardian. But nothing happened, no sense of relief or
surcease of worry. She told herself that it was only a statue, and that the chea did not always speak.
Rising, she wound the sturdy length of cloth around the base of the statue. Then she returned to her place
and cleaned the northern sword.

When she finished with it, she put it back in the chest and left the house. The Ismenin mansion sat in
massive splendor on its hillside; she climbed to it, wondering as she passed the gate what it would be
liketo live in. Damp, probably.

She walked to the Yard. The Y ard gate had been replaced. No longer wasit of iron, with bars that could
be seen between if there were not aguard in front of it. The new gate was of red cedar planks, with a
heavy latch, and it stood taller than she, tall asthe top of the fence. The guard in front of it (a different
man than had been there before) saw her and stiffened to attention, his spear horizontal, barring the door.
"Tell your Y ardmaster that Paxe-no-Tamarisis here, and would like to speak to him," Paxe said.

He bowed. "If you will excuse me, Y ardmaster -- " Unlatching the heavy gate, he slipped within,
holding it closed to prevent her from seeing anything. She listened to the cadence count floating over the
walls until the guard came back. "The Y ardmaster asks you to go around the Y ard to his house."

"Thank you," Paxe said. She went round the Y ard; the count grew louder. ("One -- and two -- and
three -- and four!") Theriver gulls hooted over her head.

The door to the cottage was open. She went in. Dobrin sat cross-legged behind his table. A spray of
yellow blossoms sat in a copper bowl on the table, and a second branch stood under the statue of the
Guardian. Instead of fetuch, there were apple slicesin a plain blue bowl.

Taking her boots off, Paxe set them in the alcove by the door and walked across the mats to the waiting
cushion.

They ate the apple slices.
Dobrin said, "It's good to see you again."
Paxe said, "You know where| live."

"Yes." He sounded apologetic. "I've been busy -- and you're on night watch now, are you not? | don't
want to interrupt your sleep.”

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20krui ...200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20Northern%20Girl.txt (193 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:14



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

Paxe smiled. "How goes your training?"'

"Well," said Dobrin, "and yours?'

She had assumed he knew. "Adequately," she answered. "We've not had the sgjis very long."
"Do you find the city-bred soldiers do worse or better at handling the blades?' he asked.

She scratched her chin. "About as well as the country-born -- except that they forget to treat the wood
asif it were steel. They don't think of them as swords; they think of them as sticks."

"Yes," said Dobrin, "l noticed that, too."
Paxe said, "Where did you get your weapons training, Dobrin?"

"From awoman named Sithi, in the Galbareth. She was quite old. She had trained with a chearasfor a
while, before the Ban, but did not herself have the shariza. Why?"

Paxe touched the soft yellow petals with one finger. They were butterweed blossoms; they grew all over
the delta, and had almost no fragrance. "I've been thinking," she said, "about what you said to me of the
witchfolk, and about other things.... Dobrin, do you trust Ron Ismenin?’

Stiffly, he said, "l don't know what you mean."

Paxe scowled. "Dammit, man, don't play the fool with me. We are colleagues, if not friends. Y ou know
what the Ismeninas have been doing; smuggling edged weapons in through the Gates. Where are they, in
your weapons shed? Hidden in the house somewhere?" She discovered, to her astonishment, a great
desire to shout at him. With effort, she kept her voice down. "What is Ron Ismenin planning to do with
those blades?"

To her amazement, Dobrin smiled. He said, "I understand your suspicion, Paxe. But you are wrong."

"About what am | wrong?"

"It istrue, the swords are here. But their smuggling was not arranged by the Ismeninas. Ron Ismenin has
sworn it to me, and | believe him. It was another man'sidea.”

| sak's? thought Paxe. Cha Minto's? "Whose?" she asked.
"I don't know."

"What does Ron plan to do with them, now that he has them?"
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"Nothing," said Dobrin. He held up a hand. "Nothing, until the Council meets after Festival. At that
time, he tells me, he will approach the Council to suggest that short swords be once again permitted in
the city, to the guard only, of course."

"And the White Clan?' Paxe said. "How do they come into this?"

Dobrin looked surprised. "In no way. The Ismenin house has no dealings with the Tanjo. My lord feels
as | do about the witchfolk. He reverences the chea, but neither consults nor trusts the witches."

| rather doubt, Paxe thought, that Ron Ismenin has reverence for anything but his own wants. "What if
you are wrong?' she said, leaning forward, and found that her voice was shaking.

Dobrin said gently, "But | am not wrong, Paxe." He laid both hands flat on the table. "I know the
Ismeninas. | have served them for years, | was Colin Ismenin's Y ardmaster, and | even knew old Rath
Ismenin those few years before he died. The Ismeninas have always |ooked to what will serve the city."

"And themselves," said Paxe.

"Isthe Med house any different? Do you think Arre Med does anything without first considering the
interests of her house?"

It was afair question. "No," said Paxe.

Dobrin nodded. "Believe me," he said earnestly. "If | thought Ron Ismenin was doing aught to harm the
city, | would not remain his Y ardmaster. On my skill as a swordsman, | swear it."

There was little more Paxe could say. "May you never have cause to regret your oath," she said.
"You will see," said Dobrin, "that my trust is not misplaced.”

* % % %

"Loose!" said Kadra.

Sorren let go of the bowstring. The arrow wobbled off the bow, skidded toward the target, and careened
into athornbush, leaving a gouge on the ground.

"Agan," said Kadra. "Nock." Sorren lowered the bow to her waist, and, turning it horizontal, laid an
arrow on the string. Her left arm ached, and she wanted to rub it. But the ache, Kadra said, meant that
she was holding the bow too tightly, not that she was tired. Carefully, she relaxed her tense grip on the
bow.
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"Aim." Lifting the bow, she drew back the string, bending her elbow as Kadra had showed her, until the
string touched the middle of her chin. She looked at the target, trying to find its middle. It was hard to
see the middle of ahay bale.

"Loose." She opened her fingers. Thistime the arrow hit the edge of the target, stuck a moment, and
then bounced off, to liein the ground beside the tied bales. Sorren glanced at the dirt beside her right leg.
She had four more arrows.

"Nock," said Kadra. "Y ou're doing well. Aim. Don't ook at the arrow, look at the target. It doesn't move.
Keep your shoulders down. Loose."

They were in a paddock in the Batto district, streets and streets away from Plum Street. Horses and
mules grazed in a pasture behind them. Blue flies buzzed frantically around the animals, the hay bales,
and them; the ground was covered with old and new dung balls. It was hot, and Sorren wondered
irritably how long they had been there. It felt like forever, though it was probably no more than an hour
or two.

Tammo slouched up behind her; she did not turn around, but she could hear him and smell him. He
shuffled, asif hisfeet were too heavy to lift off the ground. He asked Kadra a question in awhining
voice, and she said something to him gently. Tammo was simple; his task was to keep the pastures free
of dung pats, a never-ending task which he did not seem to mind, though it would drive a child crazy.
But Tammo was not a child; he was grown, with heavy muscular arms and straight black hair that fell in
tangles over his brawny shoulders.

He was fascinated by Sorren, by her fair hair and skin. When Kadra first brought her to the paddock, he
had reached out to stroke her. She stepped back in alarm. "Let him," the ghya said, "he won't hurt you.
He'sjust curious." So Sorren stood still while Tammo ran his fingers through her hair as though she
were a horse. But after that he had, indeed, let her alone.

"Nock," said Kadra. Sorren reached for one of her remaining arrows. Sweat stung her eyes. She took her
hand from the arrow and wiped them. Archers had to see. She took the arrow up again, being careful not
to crush the feathers. "Aim. Loose." Thistime the arrow flew right to the target and stuck there,
quivering. "Good!" said Kadra, and Tammo let out a funny high-pitched crow.

Sorren flexed her fingers around the bow's center. The bow was made of wood and horn; it came up to
her breasts when she put one end of it on the ground, and its tips were curved like wings. It was not hard
to pull; Kadra said it was too light for her, in fact, but that it was better for her to have alight bow than
one whose pull was too strong for her. The arrows were cedarwood, fletched with gray turkey feathers.
The bowstring was silk. "Nock," said Kadra. She had been standing just behind Sorren's left shoulder the
entire time. "Aim. Don't squeeze your fingers together. Loose."

There was one more arrow sticking in the ground. Sorren sighed and reached for it. It had a blunt point,
which meant that it was not an edged weapon, but when she thought about the fact that she was using a
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bow within the city walls, her heart began to pound. "Nock," said Kadra. Blunt points, she had said,
were better for small animals than real arrowheads, because they stunned, so that the animal fell over.
(Of course, that meant you had to sometimes kill it after you found it. Sorren didn't like to consider that.
She disliked the smell of blood.) "Aim. Loose." The arrow flew true to the target and stuck there. Sorren
grinned.

"Unstring your bow," said Kadra. Sorren stopped grinning. This was hard, even though she had been
shown how to do it, and had done it twenty times. Bracing the bow against her foot arch, she held the
bow steady with her right hand and flexed the bow away from her with her left, dliding the bowstring out
of the groove. If she did it wrong, the bow would pop back and hit her. It came out easily. She laid the
bow down. Theinside of her left arm, below the elbow, stung, despite the cloth Kadra had told her to
wrap around it, and the fingers of her right hand below the first knuckle were scraped and sore.

"Here," said Kadra, holding out her silver flask. Sorren took it and tipped it to her lips. The strong wine
made her choke. She took one small sip and handed the flask back; Kadra drank it down asif it were
water. "Guardian, that's good," she said. "Go get your arrows."

There were seven arrows in the target -- onein the center -- six on the ground in front of the target,
and two in the thornbush. Sorren found along stick and dragged them out. Her shoulders ached, and she
worked them up and down as she had seen Paxe do after training. She wished she'd worn sandals to the
field; not because of the thorns but because of the horseshit that lay everywhere.

She brought the arrows to Kadra. The ghyalooked them over carefully, inspecting them for cracks. She
found none. She offered Sorren the flask again. "No, thank you," Sorren said. Kadra drank. The sun
glittered on the silver surface. "Where did you get it?" she said. "It's beautiful."

"It was a gift from a house whose messages | carried in Tezera" Kadra coughed, and put the flask away.
She was not wearing her cloak, and the shape of her breasts showed clearly under her thin linen shirt.

"Shall | set the arrows up again?' Sorren asked.

"No," said Kadra, "that's enough for today. How do you feel ?"

"My back hurts."

"Y ou're using new muscles. Don't let it trouble you. Y ou're very good with that bow, you know that?"'
The ghya smiled, area smile, without the sardonic glint that Sorren had come to expect. "It must be the
northern blood in you."

"Thank you," Sorren said.

She picked up the bow. Her arms were red; the sun had burned them. They would be painful tonight.
She would have to brew some teafor compresses. A fly lit on her knee and she swatted it away.
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Kadrasaid, "I still think you ought to have aknife."
"I don't want aknife," said Sorren.

“I'm not talking about aweapon! Guardian, girl, you can't travel without a knife. What are you going to
gut fish with, your teeth? And an axe wouldn't hurt either. Y ou'll need it when you have to build afire."

Sorren said, "I'll think about it. I'm not leaving for another year." She held up the bow. "What shall | do
with this?

"Leave it here. Tammo knows where to hide it. Next week, we'll come and shoot some more." Tammo
heard his name and shuffled over. Kadra said, " Tammo, put the bow and arrows away where no one can
find them, all right?’

"Aaah, aah," he said, waving his hands toward the barn.

"Yes, good. We'll come back." Kadra patted his shoulder. "Y ou've been very helpful, Tammo, very
good."

"Aaah!" He beamed, and did a strange, antic dance. "Aaah!"

They left the pasture with Tammo looking after them and waving his arms. "Who is he?' Sorren asked.
Kadralaughed. "He's my brother. My mother was unlucky in her children. She bore two freaks and that
was enough. The next time she got pregnant she took a potion.” She laughed again. "How do you like
archery?'

Sorren shrugged. "l likeit, | guess."

"Shooting ahay bale is easy. Next time, I'll bring atarget that moves, so you can see what it feelsliketo
aim at something that isn't standing still."

"A live thing?"

"No. You'll see. But you'll have to shoot live things eventually, Sorren."

"I'd rather set traps.”

"Traps don't always work. Believe me, | know." They came to the alley leading to the street. Garbage

was piled at one end of it; corncobs and kavarind and pottery shards. At the entrance to the street, Kadra
stopped, swaying, her face suddenly losing color. Thrusting a hand out, she leaned against the brick wall.
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"What isit?" asked Sorren, alarmed. "Can | help?'

"Don't crowd me," snarled the ghya, and Sorren stepped back. Kadra continued to breathe deeply.
Finally she straightened, and took her braced hand off the wall.

"I don't like to be touched," she said.
Sorren put her hands behind her back. "Sorry."
"I know," said the ghya, "you were trying to help. | don't want help."

Two women walking arm in arm passed them, and the nearest wrinkled her nose and said something in
an undertone to her friend.

Sorren gazed at her muck-coated feet. "I can't go back to the house like this," she said. "Isthere a
bathhouse near?"

"Down this street and turn left."
"Will you come with me?"

"I'll walk you there," said the ghya, "but | won't comein. | bathe in private." _Where_, her tone implied,
_Nno one but me can see .

Sorren wondered what Kadrawould do if they -- whoever "they" were -- did not take her on the ship.
The ghya's drinking (and her manners) were surely enough to keep her off. Twice the ghya stopped and
held on to the nearest wall, right arm over her stomach asif she had cramps, and Sorren wondered what
she would do if she collapsed. But each time she straightened. They reached the red brick archway
leading into the bathhouse. A statue of the Guardian sat just outside the entrance. Under the statue was a
heavy, long-necked jar into which bath patrons were expected to put money.

Sorren bowed to the statue. Kadra did not.

Sorren wondered if she really had time to bathe. She had the feeling -- it was probably silly -- that
Arre had begun to watch her, to notice when she | eft the house and what time she came back. But this
morning Arre was busy with the tailor. Glancing at Kadra, she worked a wishbone off her string and
dropped it into the jar's wide mouth. "Y ou should come with me," she said.

"Why?" the ghyaflared, suddenly, brutally. "So you can see what's really under the clothes? Thank you,
no." She turned and walked away before Sorren had a chance to say, no, | didn't mean that -- oh, damn,
Sorren thought. She started to run after Kadra, and then stopped. The ghya would probably just tell her
to go away. She would wait aweek. Perhaps in aweek Kadrawould have had time to cool off.
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Every district of the city had a public bath. They had been built by the city after the plague years. They
were paid for by tax money. The first room of every bathhouse was the changing room. It was a small
room, usually lighted by a skylight, and lined with shelves. An attendant sat in it, ostensibly to guard
people's belongings and give out balls of soap, but really to make sure that no one who shouldn't entered
the baths. Some people were not permitted in the public baths: women during their blood-time, people
with rashes or skin eruptions, and anyone with an open wound.

Sorren had just finished her blood-time. She went blithely into the changing room. The attendant at the
Batto baths that day was an old woman, bent over and nearly bald. One of her shoulders was higher than
the other.

"Want arobe, my sweet?' She pointed to the racks of cotton bathrobes, all in bright designs.

"No, thank you," said Sorren, peeling off her pants and shirt and bundling them into a cubbyhole. She
put the money string and her bondservant's bracelet on top of them.

The attendant looked at her with lascivious appreciation as she freed her hair. "Ah, you're lovely," she
said. Her nose wrinkled. "What's that smell?"

Sorren glanced at the mud caked on her legs. "Shit," she said. "I wasin a pasture.”

The attendant clucked between her teeth. "That'll have to be all washed up, ugh." She pressed a ball of
soap into Sorren's pam. Sorren sniffed it; it was scented with mint. "Go right in, dearie. Hot room to the
right, fountains and warm pool to the left, cold pool in the back."

The corridor to the bath chambers wastiled in white and yellow tiles. At the end of the hall, Sorren
turned left, to the fountains. There were two of them, with water that ran continually from a pipein the
ceiling into the bowls of the fountains and over them onto the grated floor. The water came from the
river, and was heated as it passed the furnace. There were wooden benches around the fountains for
people to sit on as they washed. Three women sat there now, talking with great gestures to one another.
Sponges littered the floor; by the near fountain, an old man solemnly washed histoes. A little girl, pert
as a chipmunk, played beneath the second fountain's spill.

Sorren picked up a sponge. Standing beside the fountain, she cleaned herself with the sponge and water
to get off the surface dirt, and then soaped her whole body, starting with the pubic hair.

Her left arm and her right hand stung with the soap, but the sponge felt good, like abig friendly hand
moving over her flesh. When she was all clean, she went to the warm pool. It was right beside the wash-
room. People came to the warm pool to sit, to relax and soak and talk with their friends. The cold pool,
beyond it, could be entered from both the warm pool and the hot room. The hot room was heated by hot
stones. It, too, had benches to sit on. The benches were set up in terraced rows; the lower benches were
cooler, and it was customary for people to sit first on the lower benches and work their way up to the hot
ones. Sorren glanced at her reddened arms. She liked the hot room, but the heat would sting her sunburn.
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She dlid into the water of the warm pool, and her hair billowed out like kelp. Arching her back, letting
her nipples poke above the water. She wondered idly what Kadra really looked like. It could not be
anything too strange. How could anyone have a cock and balls _and woman's parts?

After the wonderful feel of the bath, her clothes felt dirty and smelly and sticky. Gritting her teeth, she
dressed in them anyway. She left her hair unbound, so that it could dry as she walked. She counted the
bontas on the money string; they were all there.

The attendant saw her counting, and bridled. "Think I'm athief?" she said.
“No, mother, but your back might have been turned for amoment.”

"Mother?' The oldster showed her few remaining teeth. "I'm not _your_ mother, dearie, not with that
white skin and bright hair." She brandished her thin black arms. "Besides, I'm too old, or you're too
young. Grandmother, maybe. Y ou look like alady | knew, along time ago, in the Galbareth. Ah, now,
_she_was a pretty one."

* * % *

Refreshed, Sorren ducked through the archway and came out upon the street. The sun fell full upon her
head, and she ran her fingers through her hair, separating the strands. Squinting, she hoped that Arre was
still occupied with the tailor. She strolled north, searching for a street that ran from the Batto district to
the Med district, and found one: the Street of the Tortoise.

She began to sing, very softly. "Where did they go, the ones who were chosen? Where did they ride,
the dancers so strong? With their long blades sharp, and their long hair flowing. Where did they go, what
istheir song." _

From somewhere in front of her came a cadenced chant. "Ho -- ho, and -- ho -- ho,and -- ho--" It
was not alitter-bearers’ chant. Ahead of her, people were backing up against shop windows and
entrances, the way they did for caravans. Sorren stepped back, and someone's elbow pressed into her
stomach. People shouted from up ahead. A hot wind seemed to blow down the suddenly frozen street,
and a horse whinnied, amusical sound like the challenge of a horn.

Like an apparition out of the past, soldiers came down the street. They wore leather and stedl, and
carried tall pikes on their shoulders. Their faces were obscured by helmets with tall gold plumes upon
them. The chant came from them; they marched intime to it, in four straight columns, their arms
swinging, their booted feet lifting to the chant. In their midst rode a man on a black horse, and he too
wore armor. On hislap he held a naked sword blade. Empty scabbards swung at the marching soldiers
sides.

They went down the Street of the Tortoise toward the middle of the Batto district. Asthey vanished, the
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astounded watchers poured into the streets. "They're from Tezeral" cried one woman, pounding her fist
on a gatepost. Othersinsisted the soldiers were from Shanan or Mahita or Shirasai.

Sorren went home. As she passed the Northwest Gate, she saw a huge crowd gathered round it, and the
folk from the public stables leading riderless horses. The horses harnesses were richly decorated with
feathers and silver clasps. By the time she reached the Med gate, the news had raced ahead of her.
"Heard about the soldiers?"' said the dung collector by his cart.

Sorren shouted as she turned into the gate, "I saw them!" She wondered if they were really from Tezera.
They seemed like beings out of the past, not chearis but like chearis. She felt that she had conjured them
up with the words of her song.

She went breathless into the little parlor, and stopped short. Paxe was there. Arre looked at Sorren, and
her mouth quirked. "Y ou saw the soldiers,” she said. "I can tell by the shinein your eyes." She turned
back to Paxe. "Go on."

"They're from Nuath," said the black woman. "The Lord Tarn i Nuath Ryth brought them with him;
they're his escort, he says, to the betrothal of his daughter. Kim Batto met him at the Northwest Gate."

"The Lord Tarni Nuath Ryth!" Arre sounded half amused, half angry. "The effrontery of the man! And
he has it wrong, it ought to be Tarn-no-something Ryth i Nuath. What was his mother's name, | wonder,
and why does he discard it? How many soldiers did he have with him?"

"Forty," said Paxe. Her clothes were wrinkled, and Sorren guessed that she had been asleep when the
messenger from the Gate had come to find her. "They gave up their horses and their swords at the Gate.
Heinsisted on retaining his. He said -- not to me, | was not there, but to my day watch commander --
'l will sit outside the city wall, | and all my soldiers, and no one will get in or out this Gate until | am
permitted to enter the city on horseback, with my sword."

Arre snorted. "He would have held up traffic as far north as Nuath!"

"That iswhy Ivor finally decided to let him in."

"Oh, it was the right decision. Kim Batto met him?* She grinned her urchin grin. "l wish I'd been there
to seeit. How was it explained? It should have been Ron Ismenin."

"Ron Ismenin was delayed," said Paxe. "He sent amessage. As | was leaving, Col Ismenin arrived, so
everything was proper. Tarni Nuath Ryth is staying at the Batto house; it has more room than the
Ismenin house. That's probably true; the Ismeninas have a houseful of their Blue Clan relatives.”

"And the woman for whom all this has happened, where is she?

"When | left the Gate, her litter was just entering.”
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Arrelooked at Sorren. "What did _you think of them?' she said.

Sorren cast about for an answer. All she could think of was the way they looked. "They had gold
feathers on their helmets, and tall boots, up to the knee."

Arre said sarcastically, "They must have been hot, riding through the valley. Well, thisis all very
interesting. Tomorrow at the smenin house should be even more exciting. Double the watch on the
Batto border," she said to Paxe, "until these folk have gone back to where they came from."

Paxe nodded, and | ft.

Arre said, "Did you get caught in the crowd? | s that where you've been?’

"Yes," said Sorren. "Did you get your clothes?

"The tailor will bring them back this evening." Arretilted her head to one side. Sorren tensed. "Thereis
something on your bed for you, go look at it."

Sorren went upstairs. In the doorway of her room, she halted, gaping. A silk tunic and matching pants
lay spread across the coverlet. They were blue, with scarlet braid on the cuffs and collar. She knelt and
ran a hand over the fabric. It was heavy silk, twice as fine as anything she had ever owned. The sleeves
were wide and full, like the mouths of bells, but they stopped at the elbow. She rubbed the cloth on her
cheek, loving the fedl of it. She held the tunic up to her chest.

She ran downstairs again. Arre was sitting in her chair. "Do you like it?' she said, smiling. "There's this,
too." She held out her hand; in it was athing that glittered. Sorren took it. It was a comb, the kind that
|sak sometimes wore when he performed. It was red, with lapislazuli inlay.

"It's beautiful." Sorren knelt by the chair, holding the comb in both hands. She could not even guess
what comb and clothes were worth. "They're too fine for me."

"Don't be silly," said Arre, "Y ou will ook splendid in them, and why should you not have expensive
clothes for such an occasion?"

"What are _you_ wearing?"'
"A gown. You will seeit tonight." She stroked Sorren's hair. "Y ou smell of mint."
"l was at the baths."

"I see," said Arre. She rubbed her chin. "I don't want to know what your secret is, child. But -- do you
have another lover?”
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"Another -- " Sorren wanted to laugh. Was _this_why Arre had been watching her?"Oh, no. Nothing
like that."

"Good. Paxe would mind, | think, though she might not say so. She haslost a son; it would trouble her
to lose you, too."

"But Ricard wrote to her," Sorren said, "and I'm not going anywhere." Y et, she thought, thinking of
Kadra and the bow and the map ... yet.

"Areyou all well?' she asked.

"Never better,” Arre answered. "l must simply remember not to drink at the party."

Chapter Fifteen
The Ismenin house was even grander than the Hok house.

The walkway to the front gate of the big white house was lined with kavafruit trees. As Sorren came up
the path, with her drums under one arm and her fine new clothesin the other, a butterfly spiraled from a
tree branch to cling, for amoment, to her hair. She shook it gently off. The air was filled with kava scent
and cooking smells, as the |smenin kitchens prepared for the party. The guard at the iron fence
surrounding the courtyard had, flatteringly, recognized Sorren and let her through, with the instruction
that she should go around to the side entrance. But it was obvious that the guard at the steps did not
know her. He glared at her suspiciously as she approached him.

“I'm drumming at the party,” she said, showing her drums.

He jerked his thumb at a path that headed off at an angle from the courtyard. "Kitchen door." He was
wearing armor: a helmet, aleather and metal breastplate, and his sandal straps were wide and studded on
the outside with metal. He looked very uncomfortable.

The kitchen at the Ismenin house was not much different than at the Med house, only bigger. The chief
cook was athin dark woman. Almost astall as Sorren, darker even than Paxe, she spoke in choppy
ferocious sentences to the six or seven assistants and apprentices who whirled about her. Slabs of raw
fish sat on the boards, their odor overwhelming any other smells.

It was the chief cook who noticed Sorren first. "Yes?' she said.

“I'm drumming at the party,” Sorren said. "The guard told me to come here."

The cook raised her voice. "Tokki!"
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"Yo!" called avoice outside the kitchen, and a second person entered the kitchen. Sorren blinked. This
person was tall and thin and black-skinned -- and a man, she realized, staring at Tokki's hips and hands
and at his dark brown curly beard.

He beckoned to her. "Are you going to stand there forever, girl? Come on." Sorren picked her way
across the kitchen to him, feeling hostile. She hated being called girl. As she reached him, he said,
"What's your name?"

"Sorren."

"Sorren. Well, you can stop wondering. We're twins, Tekka and I. She's cook and I'm steward. You're
Isak Med's drummer, aren't you? He said you'd be here early." He was hurrying her quickly down a
hallway; he took even longer steps then she did, and it was a new sensation to have to lengthen and not
shorten her steps to someone else's. "Whoa, stop." She had started to outpace him. "Put your sandals
here."

"Here" was a big alcove, amost aroom, off the corridor. Sorren slipped off her sandals and put them on
ashelf, wondering if she was going to have to go barefoot through the house. So far she had seen no
mats on the stone floor.

Tokki pointed to abox. "There are shoes in there. Find a pair that fits you."

Sorren looked into the box: it was filled with all sizes of shoes. Each pair was tied together by aribbon.
They all looked alike: yellow and gray, the Ismenin colors. She hunted for a pair her size, found one that
looked right, tried them on, wiggled her toes.... "Thesell do," she said.

Tokki pulled up his pants legs to show her that he, too, was wearing them. " Guests get them, too."
Taking her elbow, he guided her into another hallway. This was carpeted, with thick wool carpetin a
bright geometric pattern in red and black. It matched the corridor's wall hangings. Tokki opened a door.
All the doors in the house seemed to be wood, not screen, so that you had to pull them open and push
them closed. "Y ou can change here. The grand parlor is that way, that's where all the guests will come.
The piss-room isthat way -- " He pointed to adoor on the far side of the room. "I'll come warn you
when the entertainment is about to start. Don't worry, you're not first. Are you hungry?' Sorren nodded.
"You'll get food. Don't wander around; you're sure to get lost. This houseis very confusing.” He smiled
at her, showing white teeth, and left. The room was as big as the little parlor in the Med house. The walls
were stone, the floor was stone, even the ceilings were stone. The floor had atan rug on it, and the walls
were obscured by thick tan hangings.

There was along, low, cushioned seat against one wall. Sorren sat on it, wondering if she wasto spend
the whole of the party, when she was not drumming, locked in this room. She kicked the divan with her
heel. It would be very dull. She wondered how many people there were in the house. The Ismenin family
was large, and like the Hok family, they all lived together, but unlike in the Hok house, she did not feel
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welcome, or warm, or like anything but a servant. She listened, but the stone walls and the fabric that
covered them muffled most sounds. A wagon could be going past the door this instant, she thought, |
wouldn't know. What if Tornor was like this, she thought, all isolated and quiet and cold.

At that moment, the door opened and Jeshim pranced in.

He carried along box in his arms, and a shapeless bag dangled over his back. He swept across the room
and plumped the box down on the seat beside her. "Sorren, my lovely girl, how are you? Isn't thisa
marvel? And | oweit all to you." He swept her a bow. "Thanks. How do | look?"

He was dressed in along red and orange gown with bright blue splotches on it. The red and brown
matched his beard.

"You're noticeable," she said.

"I think s0." He opened the box. In it were his knives. They gleamed against the dark felt that lined the
box. He drew afinger lovingly along one bright blade. "Oh, you beauties. Aren't they pretty?"

Sorren did not think they were pretty. "What's in the bag?' she asked.

He hauled it to the seat of the divan. Undoing the neck, he held it out to her. "My juggling balls." She
glanced inside. There were close to twenty balls in the bag.

"Can you juggle that many?"

"No. But | always bring extras. I'm a professional, whatever | do." Helet hisleft eyelid descend in a
slow wink. "Remember that."

"What's the rest of the entertainment? Do you know?"

"A mime. You remember Saedi? He was at last year's Harvest Festival. Three musicians. Me, then a
break, then you and Isak Med."

"What musicians?"

"I don't remember." He sat on the divan and put his arm around her shoulders. His beard tickled her
chin. He smelled of heavenweed. "Want to smoke?"

"No." She stood up. "And | don't want you to keep touching me, Jeshim. | don't likeit."

He shrugged. "l was only trying to be friendly." He smiled dlyly at her. "How do you like Kadra? Tell
me, what's he look like stripped? | never saw him without that cloak."
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She stared at him, astonished and angry. "What do you mean?"

"Oh, come on, honey," he said, looking up at her with aleer. "Y ou've been seeing him; half the city
knowsit. What's it like, fucking a ghya?"

Cold bumps rippled over Sorren'sarms. "I'm not," she said.

Jeshim took a knife from the open box and dug at a callus on his palm. "Anything you say. | was just
asking."

She snatched the knife from his hand. "Y ou listen to me," she said, holding the knife low and flat, the
way she had seen Paxe hold aniji. "Maybe you don't have friends, so you don't understand that you can
like a person and not go to bed. But Kadraand | are friends, and | don't want to hear any more talk like
that."

She was shaking, she was so angry. Jeshim didn't move for a moment. Then he extended his palm to her.
"Sorren, give me that knife," he said softly.

She wrapped her fingers around it more firmly. It was tiny, smaller than a kitchen cleaver, and not
frightening at all. "Are you going to leave me alone?’

"Give me the knife. Or I'll hurt you."
"Youwon't," she said.

"Don't try me." Shefelt him tensing to strike at her and stepped back, out of range. Suddenly, a hand dug
into her shoulder, stopping her retreat and making her gasp with pain.

"That will do," said avoice -- Isak's voice. Hetook his hand from her shoulder and walked into the
space between her and Jeshim. "'l don't care what started it, but it stops now. Sorren -- " he fixed his dark
eyes on her -- "put that knife down on the floor. Now."

She knelt, and laid the knife down at arm's length. He knelt and picked it up, and gave it to Jeshim.
"Juggler, put that box away."

The room seemed smaller with him in it. Sorren stood up, rubbing her shoulder.
Isak smiled amiably at her. "Well, how are you, child?"
She wondered if he had forgotten what he'd said to her last time they met. "I'm all right."

He gestured at Jeshim, and his tone grew teasing. "l thought you were friends. Friends don't fight, do
they? You looked asif you were ready to cut his throat."
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"l just want him to keep his hands off me," Sorren said.

"Juggler, keep your hands off her. And your tongue. My bag'sin the hallway; get it." Jeshim, chastened
and silent, went to do as he was told.

Isak sat on the divan, pushing aside the knife-filled box. "How is my dear sister?' he said, tilting his
head to one side. He was dressed in walking clothes, but his hair was coiled on top of his head, pomaded
and scented, so that he smelled like a garden.

Arre had said, that morning, "You may tell Isak anything he likes, except that | am coming to this party.
If he asksyou that, lie."

"She's better," Sorren said.

"l hear shewas sick. I'm so sorry. | would have come to visit, but sick people are so easily exhausted.”
He saw her drums, and found the clothing lying beside them. "What's this? New clothes?"

"Yes. Arre got them for me."

He held them up. "Very nice."

Jeshim struggled in from the corridor with a huge bag in both arms. "Guardian, what'sin it?" he said.
"Costumes," said Isak. He undid the lacing and took out the Stallion's straw prick.

Jeshim chuckled and took it up.

He pretended to tie it around his thighs. "Wouldn't mind one of those." His mouth curved lewdly. "Got
any more?"

"No," said |sak.

His tone was chilling. Jeshim dropped the prick beside the bag and scooped up his own bag from the
floor. "Excuse me," he said.

Isak smiled. He looked again at Sorren. "So my dear sister sent you here all prepared. How sweet.
_Was_ shesick?

"Yes," said Sorren. She worked her fingers; the anger had drained from her, but it had left her tense and
sticky beneath her clothes.

|sak opened the bag again, and took out his face paints. He had several different kinds of paint in little
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enameled boxes. "With what?' he said.
Sorren tapped her fingers up and down her thighs. " She drank too much."

Isak's mouth quirked. He took out the brushes he used to paint his face and smoothed their glossy tips.
"It'sironic, isn't it? The Med fortune was and continues to be made by our vineyards and our wineries,
and my dear sister can't drink the stuff."

Suddenly, the door to the room opened, and people poured in. A gray-and-yellow-clad servant carried in
aplatter of food. Saedi the mime walked in, and his narrow brown face turned with an artist's interest
from Isak (to whom he bowed) to Jeshim to Sorren. Three women in silver robes carrying long wooden
flutes came in and instantly sat in a corner and began to play, trills and runs and bits and pieces of street
tunes. Sorren's stomach rumbled. She went to the tray, which sat on the floor, and picked over the cheese
and fruits and little sausages until she found the noodle pies.

She ate six of these. When she looked up from the tray, Isak was watching her. He had abrush in his
hand and a brass mirror on his knees.

She blushed for her gluttony. "My lord, do you want some?’
"No. | ate." He beckoned. "Come here."

She crossed to his side. He pulled her face nearer to his. "Hold still. Close your mouth." She put her lips
together and in a moment felt the light shivery kiss of the brush on her face. It skirted her eyes, and then
withdrew. "Look." Isak turned the mirror so that she could see. She found herself regarding -- herself,
yes, but a self with thick black eyebrows and languorous eyes. She put up a hand to touch the strange
black lines and he pushed her hand away.

"Leave it; it looks good. You can take it off after you've drummed.” He cocked his head. " The guests
must be arriving. Hurry up, dress, child. There will be alittle food, then entertainment, then more food,
and then the ceremony."

Sorren listened, and heard the soft din of people all talking at once in alarge room. "Aren't you going?"'
she asked.

Isak shook his head. "After the performance, never before; it spoils the mood." He began to strip. Sorren
pulled her shirt over her head. Somehow, in the week and a half since she had last seen him, her hatred
of him had vanished, to be replaced by the odd camaraderie that, mixed with respect and alittle fear, she
had always felt. She watched him dress in Peacock's harness and feathers, admiring the way his muscles
twisted under his skin, the grace of hislithe torso.... Across the room, Saedi was staring too.

Suddenly, a sound split the air, silencing the musicians and freezing everyone in the room into
immobility, even Isak. One of the musicians dropped her flute. It was a horn blast, like the sound of the
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ships conches in fog, but louder, and much wilder.
"What the fuck -- " said Jeshim.

Isak laughed, and picked up the little mirror which had slid from his knees. "That," he said dryly, "is
Tarn Ryth."

"The man with the soldiers," said Sorren.

"The man with the soldiers," agreed Isak. "Did you see them march into town yesterday? What did you
think?"

Sorren smoothed the silk on her 1ap, remembering her own reactions upon seeing the soldiers. She had
thought of the chearis. But now, after seeing the house guard close up, in that ridiculous armor, she
thought, the chearis were not like that. Isak is more like areal cheari than that man on the horse.

"I think they're silly," she said.

Isak chuckled. "So do |," he answered, setting the feathered crown of the Peacock on his head.

The door opened. Cha Minto walked in. "Isak!" His voice was high and strange. " She's here! She came!”

"What are you talking about?' said Isak, lowering the brush with which he was painting long thick
eyebrows on his forehead.

ChaMinto -- helooked very fine, in pale green silk -- said, "Your sister is at the door."
| sak paled.

The color flowed out of hisface and into his hands, which had locked together on the mirror. He
squeezed it asif he wanted to break it.... When he spoke his voice wasicy. "What did Ron do?"

"He's letting her in, of course. What else can he do?"

"Nothing," said Isak. His color was coming back, alittle at atime. "Nothing. All right. Go be pleasant.
No," he said sharply, as the other man started to speak, "I can't come, look at how I'm dressed! Go."

ChaMinto went. Isak looked at Sorren. She swallowed. Her hands were cold. There was no warmth in
his eyes; no feeling, none of the humor they had just shared.... She fumbled with the tunic and at last got
it over her head. Asit glid to her shoulders, Isak said softly, "Y ou knew she was coming."

Sorren nodded. Her mouth was dry as caked mud.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20krui ...200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20Northern%20Girl.txt (210 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:14



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

"Would you have told meif | asked you?' he said.

She licked her lips, discovered that she couldn't speak, and shook her head. In his corner, Jeshim
dropped a ball. It bounced over her foot.

|sak nodded, once. "Put your pantson," he said, and rose, ajeweled and splendid fantasy, the image of
an avian prince.

* * % %

Arre Med was having agood time.

Thelook on ChaMinto'sface -- and hisimmediate departure for the interior of the house -- and the
look on Ron Ismenin's, when he realized that, under no circumstances, could he find any excuse at all for
having her kept out -- were balm to her soul. She accepted Ron Ismenin's stuttering greeting with a
smile, and then stood back to let Marti Hok (older than she, infirm, and eldest of the Council) enter the
mansion. The guard at the front door, with his armor and the beads of sweat dotting his brow, amused
her. Cha Minto amused her. The blank looks on the faces of the more sensitive guests, who knew that
something was amiss but had no idea what, made her want to laugh out loud.

She marched up to Kim Batto, who was chatting with a merchant. "Good day," she said to him. His back
was to her; he turned, and she had the pleasure of seeing hisjaw drop. "I know, you thought | wasn't
coming. Sorry to disappoint you. How did your courier enjoy hislittle ride north?' Leaving him gaping,
she moved on to greet Edith Isara and her tall daughters. The house, she admitted to herself, looked and
smelled entrancing. The Ismeninas had spared no expense in their desire to satisfy, entertain, and please
their guests. A long table with prepared meats, honeyed fruits, and other delicacies ran the width of the
great parlor. The room was filled with fresh-cut lilies. Standing lamps with scented oils lit the rather
gloomy chamber, and mirrors, both silver and bronze, hanging on the walls, reflected back more light.
Arre caught a glimpse of herself in amirror, and nodded at her image. The gown -- which was red and
long -- was very becoming, and she was wearing, in addition to her silver bracelets, one immense
sapphire, which lay across her throat in its silver setting like a great indigo eye.

She had bought the sapphire that morning at Smith Tian's. It was ostentatious, but so was this whole
event. She wondered where Isak was: dressing, probably. She picked up a seaweed ball and ateit. In one
corner of the parlor stood a huge knot of people, and she guessed that Tarn i Nuath Ryth was in the
middle of it. He was the most interesting event to happen to Kendra-on-the-Delta since the Ban. He was
the reason she'd purchased the sapphire, besides the fact that it was beautiful. She wanted to talk to him,
and to do that for long she would have to hold his attention. Barbarians, whether from outside Arun or
from within it, were notoriously fond of jewels.

ChaMinto had returned. She went to him. "Good day, Cha."

He avoided her eyes. "Good day, Arre. Thisis an impressive spread, isn't it?"'
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"“Introduce meto Tarn i Nuath Ryth."

He took her arm. "L ook, the musicians are herel" He turned her so that she could see the three
fluteplayersin their gauze gowns. "Shall we go and listen to them?'

"No," shesaid. "I can always ask someone else, Cha. You're being afool, you know. Did my brother tell
you to keep me away from him?' She took her arm out of his hold.

Helpless, he smply stared at her. The musicians began to play, alight dancing melody that made the
more musically inclined guests bob their heads. "That's lovely music,” said Arre. "Are you going to do
as| ask?'

"I can't," said Cha. His eyes |ooked panicked.
"Don't, then. But when your servitude to my brother's plots begins to gall, come to me."

Karya Holleth Ismenin appeared at her elbow. "Arre, good morning. Isn't it alovely day for a betrothal ?
It's been along time since you were last here, may | show you the rest of the house? It's much changed.”

"Thank you," Arre said. "Another time, Karya. Right now | want to talk to Tarn i Nuath Ryth. Will you
introduce us?'

Karya said desperately, "Oh, heisnot al that interesting, | assure you. Look at the musicians, aren't they
talented?"

"Undoubtedly," said Arre. "Excuse me." She sidled past Karya and walked toward the corner.

Kim Batto intercepted her. "Arre, | should like to know the meaning of what you said to me when you
walked in."

She looked him up and down, noting the sheen of sweat on his brow, and wondering if his bald spot was
sweating, too. "Y ou know what | meant," she said. "'l know about the paper you sent north, and what it
said, and | know, too, that it didn't arrive. Would you like the Council to know you have been making
your own treaties with other clans? | doubt they would approve. | may tell them, if you keep getting in
my way." Her temper was beginning to rise.

Suddenly, a bell rang. Everyone quieted. Unobtrusively, the servants had been filling the room with soft
folding calfskin stools for people to rest on. The musicians began to play afanfare. The crowd in the
corner grew silent, and the people on the rim of it sat down. Arre glimpsed a brown-haired man with a
big beard, wearing a brilliant yellow tunic and a black kilt. Gold chains, many of them, hung around his
neck.
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Kim dipped his arm through hers as she started to move. "Listen to the music," he urged. "That's the
music for the mime. Y ou must see him." He sat, carrying her with him. Short of screaming or hitting

him there was nothing she could do about it, and, smoldering, Arre let herself be seated on the stool. The
mime appeared from behind a curtain. He was slight and slim and remarkably fluid. He mimed, quickly,
awoman combing her hair at amirror, an old man washing clothesin ariver, asailor climbing rigging, a
man in Sellers' Alley (this was daring) waiting for alover, and a bored soldier on watch, trying not to

fall asleep, keeping an eye out for her captain. He was very good. Arre found herself laughing despite
her fury. He then did alonger piece about a drunk attempting to urinate. Laughter filled the room, as he
pretended to have lost his prick, and went around the bedroom searching for it, chamber pot in hand.
Finally he lost the chamber pot and ended by pissing out the window, onto the head of an irate passerby.

"lsn't he wonderful!" said Karya Holleth Ismenin. She leaned forward to tap Arre on the shoulder. "Isn't
he good?"

"Brilliant," said Arre, noting that Ron Ismenin now stood between her and the corner.
The mime finished, bowed, and went back behind the curtain. The musicians began again.

Arre was tempted to ask Karya Holleth |smenin why she, Arre, had not been invited to the betrothal
celebration, just to hear what she would say. But that would be both cruel and crass. She smiled at Kim.
"“I'm hungry. Shall we go to the tables?’

“I'll bring you aplate," said Karya, rising hurriedly. "Don't move." She rustled to the tables.

“'Don't move' appears to be the theme of this gathering," murmured Arreto Kim. "Y ou shall have to let
me up eventually, you know."

He pretended not to hear her. "I am looking forward to your brother's dance," he said.

"Oh, soam |," said Arre. She wanted to see Isak when he saw her. His face would show nothing of his
chagrin -- hewas, after all, adancer and knew how to disguise his feelings until even he did not know
he had them -- but his body would give him away. She wondered what he said to Sorren when he
learned she was present. She hoped he had not been too angry.

"Here we are!" said Karya. She laid a heaped plate across Arre's knees: on it were ten or twelve different
things, fish cakes and little pastries and noodle pies and seaweed balls and fruitsin dlices.... Arre ate
another seaweed ball. The musicians played afunny little tune and aman in red and orange and blue
leaped into the chamber. Balls whirled around his head. He counted softly to himself as he balanced first
on one leg, then on the other. Sliding behind the curtain, he reappeared with a handful of knives, little
ones. He started to juggle them. The musicians stopped playing and everyone grew silent, leaning
forward on their stools to watch the blades flicker through the air like pennies.... Arre found that she was
holding her breath. Slowly she let it out.
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"L et me see those!" boomed a voice. Everyone jumped, and the juggler dropped aknife. It tumbled to
the carpet at hisfeet. The man in yellow and black strode across the chamber, one hand outstretched.
"Give methat." He plucked a knife from the juggler's hand, and touched the point of it with his thumb.
"Hunh. It's sharp. But that's no way to treat aknife. They aren't toys." His arm swung overhead, and a
glittering object hurtled through the air. Someone shouted. The thrown knife landed in one of the
Ismeninas' fine wooden doors.

Karya Ismenin shuddered. "That barbarian!" she said.

The juggler said, "Y ou throw well for an amateur.” Coolly, he selected one of the knivesin his hand, and
threw it in the same direction. It landed quivering in the wood, a handsbreadth from the first one.

Ron Ismenin quietly walked across the room and pulled both knives from the door. "Y ou will frighten
the guests, Tarn," he said. "Perhaps this could be saved for later?' He gave the juggler both knives.
"Thank you, that was remarkable." He turned to the company. "The meal isready, friends. Shall we
proceed to it?' He gestured to a servant, who opened the doors to the dining room. Long tables with
benches stood |aden with food. The musicians started to play again and everyone got up.

The meal seemed interminable. Kim Batto and Karya Ismenin maneuvered Arre into a seat asfar as
possible from Tarn i Nuath Ryth, with nothing to do except talk to them and eat. She spoke with them as
little as possible and ate as little as she could. She drank no wine, though Karya said over and over again
that it was Med wine and how tasty it was. Normally, in events of thiskind, there was alull between the
meal and the next stage of the party, but she had the feeling that this time there would be no lull. She
wished she could make one. Finally the meal ended, and everyone drifted into the parlor again. The
stools were still there but the table with the food had vanished; instead, a wooden platform had been
brought in. It was a stage for Isak.

Arre caught her first sight of the rest of the Ryth clan: they were gathered around Tarn i Nuath Ryth,
talking to him, laughing with him, telling stories.... Was it to protect him from people (like herself) that
they were there, or was it to protect the company from him, she wondered. Nathis Ryth and Col Ismenin,
of course, had not yet emerged. They would not join the company until just before the ceremony. Now,
she thought, | have to do it now. After the ceremony, they will hustle him out.

She smiled at Kim, who was still sticking to her like alover. "I must speak with Marti," she said.

"I'll come with you," he said promptly. Marti was sitting with her children about her, very much the
matriarch. Asthey walked to her, Arre saw Boras Sul roaming the chamber, looking sad. Probably he
was still hungry, she thought in disgust. The embroidered slippers they had been given asthey camein
the house whispered on the carpet. Marti's children -- what lovely mannersthey had -- stood at her
approach.

"What a nice party,” said Marti. She pointed to the stool beside her. "Arre, won't you sit down? The
meal was wonderful."
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"But long," Arresaid grimly. "Marti, | have afancy to meet Tarn i Nuath Ryth, but | keep getting
distracted. Will you lend me your well-known imperturbability?*

Marti seized her silver cane in both hands and heaved herself up. "Of course." She smiled at Kim Batto,
who looked as if abird had just shat on his pate, and put her arm through Arre's. "'l have not met him,
either. Shall we?'

There was no way for Kim or Karya or Cha or Ron Ismenin to stop them. Marti Hok was the eldest
member of the Council. They strolled across the chamber, toward the assembled Ryth clan, who melted
away without comment. Kim Batto accompanied them halfway across the room and then murmured
something and went away. The bearded man watched their advance with unabashed curiosity.

Ron Ismenin cameto hisside. "Tarn i Nuath Ryth," he said, "may | present to you the Lady Marti Hok
and the Lady Arre Med? Ladies, thisis Tarn i Nuath Ryth, from the town of Nuath."

The bearded man said, "The _Lord_ Tarn i Nuath Ryth." He inclined his head in the bow of equals. "I
am honored to meet you both." His eyes narrowed as he looked at Arre. "Forgive me, Lady, but | had
heard you were not coming. Indeed, | heard that you looked with great disfavor upon this betrothal ."

He can talk, at any rate, Arre thought. He sounds quite intelligent. "Y ou were misinformed,” she said. "It
Is very pleasant to meet you -- | have heard a great deal about you." Casually, she let her fingers stroke
the sapphire.

He looked at it, and then at her face. "With your permission, Lady?' he said to Marti Hok. "Arre Med,
we should talk to each other."

"I would like that," Arre said. "Now and in private?’

"Certainly."

Ron Ismenin said, "We are about to begin the dancing, my friends."
Tarn looked at him. "Tell them to wait till we get back," he said.

He led her through the halls and chambers of the Ismenin house as if he had grown up init. "Y ou know
this house well," she said.

He skirted a startled servant. "I do. My house in Nuath isvery likeit."
He opened a door and gestured her to go first. She walked out into the air, and caught her breath. They

looked upon the delta, and beyond it, the ocean. It was the middle of the afternoon: the heat was at its
peak, and the sun, shining upon the infinity of water, turned it every color, green and red and blue and
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silver and orange.... It looked like rucked and rumpled velvet. Below them on theriver, the barges
swarmed, tiny as toys.

"Guardian, how wonderful," she said involuntarily.
Tarn i Nuath Ryth nodded his appreciation. "It is. Y ou have a beautiful city." He sounded regretful.
"If you like it so much, why don't you live here?' she said. "Y our own clan would surely welcome you."

He smiled. "l have ahouse. A family. Children. Besides, Arre Med, there is as much likelihood of my
moving to the city asthereis of you moving upriver."

The gold chains glittered on his chest. Arre leaned on the balcony railing. "Why?"

He leaned beside her. "Because | am alord there. In Nuath. Here | am an upstart, a merchant, a
barbarian. | was born upriver; | know it well, and it knows me. | am not going to exchange what | have
built for the privilege of being related to the |smeninas.”

"Did Ron Ismenin tell you | would not be at this party?' she said. He nodded. "That's because | was not
invited. He did not want me here. They have been keeping me from you for the last four hours. What
else did they tell you about me?’

"That you were obstructive, that you despised merchants, that you preferred the past to the present, that
you were jealous of the privilege of governance and refused to shareit -- "

"Stop," said Arre. She opened her fingers, which were gripping theiron circlet of the railing.

He tangled fingersin the longest chain and looked at her from his greater height. "False?' he said.
"Not true." She scratched her nose. "'l am jealous of the privilege of governance, but that is because |
think | do it well. | do not prefer the past to the present. | do not despise merchants. | don't think | am
obstructive, but that always depends -- "

"On who wants to get where," he finished. "Y es. Then why have you refused to support the membership
of the Blue Clan on the Council ?'

"I haven't been asked to support or rgject it," said Arre slowly. "l have rejected the membership of the
White Clan on the Council."

A gull swooped by them, imploring sustenance. Tarn i Nuath Ryth reached into a pocket and brought out

a handful of seaweed balls, one of which he tossed to the gull. He ate one, and offered athird to Arre.
She shook her head.
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"They told me you had refused to grant membership to the Blue Clan."
"It has not come up," said Arre. "Not in the last ten meetings.”
"Would you support it?' he said.

"I don't know. | would listen to the arguments.” She put her hand on hisarm. "Y ou puzzle me, Tarn i
Nuath Ryth."

"To my friends| am Tarn Ryth, or Tarn."

"Tarn. You speak like a man of schooling, of breeding. Y et you throw knives in a betrothal party, you
ride a horse through the streets, you bring soldiers and weapons into the city -- "

He laughed. "Chea, woman, | threw that knife because | was bored out of my mind, as you would have
been if you had to listen to my cousins rattling and whispering. As for the horse and the soldiers -- | am
alord in my own territory. If the Lord Santh of Anhard rode to the city, would you tell _him_ to get off
his horse? | don't think so."

"Areyou not being -- forgive me -- alittle presumptuous? | realize you are a power in Nuath -- "

"Y ou don't know what you are talking about," he said flatly. "I am not 'apower.' | am _the power.
From Shonet to Septh, the river is mine. Every barge pays my tolls, every tollhouse pays my taxes, with
money that has my face on it. My soldiers keep the country free of thieves and evildoers. The aqueducts
and irrigation sluices are built by my builders. The wagons ride over my roads."

Arrewas silent. Finally she said, "'l do not doubt you. But how isit | do not know of this?'

"How would you know?"' he said. "_Your_ money comes from your vineyards, which are well south of
my borders. Y ou pay my taxes without knowing it, through the Blue Clan. Every time a Med wagon
rolls north, say, to Tezera, laden with wine for that city, the Blue Clan family whose wagon it really is
paystoll to me, and you are charged accordingly for that service. Y ou don't leave the city, though |
understand your brother does. The same goes for the houses whose fortunes are built through the sea.
Now, Ron Ismenin, he deals with me all the time. | buy ore from him. In return, well, his brother is
marrying my daughter."

"And Kim Batto?"'
"He has been my voice on the Council -- | thought."
"He has not," Arre said firmly. "I will swear it by any oath you choose. No mention of the Blue Clan has

been made in the Council. Guardian, don't you think if it had, it would be in the reports of each meeting,
which are a matter of public record? Thereisonein the Black Clan archives, and another in the Blue
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Clan hall."

"| see." Hetook another seaweed ball from his pocket and chewed it reflectively. "These are good, you
know? We do not have them upriver. Maybe we can get them. So you say you _would _ support the Blue
Clan's membership on the Council."

"l don't say that. Don't put words in my mouth. | said I'd listen. What have you to do, by the way, with
swordsin the city?"'

If she had thought to surprise or shake him, she was disappointed. He scratched his beard. "Nothing. Oh,
| have heard about the Ismeninas training their soldiersin sword technigques. | know nothing more than
that. Though | think it agood idea."

"Do you? Why?"
He snorted. "Y our ancestors would not have asked that."
"But | have said," Arre said, "that | do not prefer the past to the present.”

He grinned. "Ah, you are quick. Y ou have twice the brains of that skimpy Batto person, and you smell
better. Look. Civilization is a building, like this house." He thumped his fist on the iron balcony, which
creaked. Arre repressed the urge to step back from it. "The foundation of the house is the oldest thing
built, but it is also the strongest, because it carries the rest. When it is weak, the house crumbles. Our
foundation -- the foundation of Arun -- isnot weak. Many things make it up: our noble families, the
wealth of our cities, the fertility of our soil and the beauty of our lavish rivers, without which the soail
would crack and blow away, our songs, our dances, our truths, our trust in the chea -- and our weapons
skillsare part of it! Without our courage and skill in weapons, Anhard would have run over us four
hundred years ago. Y ou say you refused membership on the Council to the White Clan. | agree with that.
The witchfolk are useful but no more useful than farmers or merchants -- or soldiers. Peace is valuable,
necessary, longed for -- but not at the expense of digging out a cornerstone of our foundation and
tossing it away. The Ban waswrong, Arre Med. A country needsitswarriors. | am _not_ talking about
armies. The Ban was wrong, and the witches were wrong. They should -- _you should -- never have
driven the chearis away."

His passion was impressive. The hairs on the back of Arre's neck lifted at his el oquence. She said,
defensively, "People still learn sword arts outside the cities, don't they?"

"No, why should they? Arun is at peace. They don't _need_to. The chearis gave them areason to: any
child, anywhere, if she were good enough, quick enough, graceful, and disciplined, could be a cheari.
But when you forbade the chearis the cities, you destroyed them, you cut them off from their greatest
audience. Thecity -- " he waved hisarm at theriver, its docks, its barges, its people -- "you have always
lived here, so you do not know what it means for a boy from the Galbareth to come to the city. The city
Is the center of all that is alive and exciting and different and creative. The chearis -- well, it's said they
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came from the Red Hills. Maybe. Maybe. But -- " his hands lifted in the air -- "the city is afountain.
Water feeds it from all over Arun, and it sendsiits life-giving spray back all over Arun." His hands made
agreat circlein the air, being afountain.

Arre felt battered, beaten, drenched, drowned. He folded his hands across his chest, watching her with
intensity. She rubbed her hands across her face. "Tarn Ryth," she said, "you are extraordinary."

He bowed, and stayed silent.

"I -- I need to consider what you have said. Y our ideas -- " she hesitated; chea, where did the man get
them? she thought -- "astound me. | have noideaif | can trust you."

He grinned and was silent.

"But if you are what you seemto be -- and | have not decided what that isand | do _not_ want you to
tell me! -- thenlet me say, weare _not_enemies."

"Arewe friends?"
"l don't know."

Meditatively he said, "I think we could be friends. That is, if you could bring yourself to be friends with
abarbarian from upriver."

"If Kim Batto can," Arresaid, "I can.”
"Kim Batto -- " hisface twisted, asif he smelled something rotten -- "is a chaba'ck."
"What does that mean?"' asked Arre.

He grinned again. The smile through his great beard made him look like a bandit or ariver pirate. "A
pimp," he answered.

Arrelaughed. "He _is_apimp,” she said. "But it is you who are having secret dealings with him, not I."
He stroked his beard. "If you know of them, they are not secret, are they?'

"Tell me," she said, "what do you hold over Cha Minto?"

"] do not know him," Tarn said. "Should 1 ?"

She did not know whether to believe him or not. The door to the balcony opened and a woman's face
looked around the door. It was Karya lsmenin. "Excuse me," she said, with extraordinary timidity for a
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woman in her own house, "but the dancing is about to begin -- *
"Well come in amoment, thank you," said Tarn. Karya vanished. He caught Arre watching him and
smiled sourly. "Y ou think | have no manners? Y ou think | am a barbarian? So do they. | merely live up
to their expectations.”

"They are your hosts."

He shrugged. "They are getting what they want, an alliance with the man who controls the river. Col
Ismenin is a puppy, but when I've finished with him, he won't be."

"What must your daughter be like!" Arre marveled.

His face kindled. "She isawonder. Wait until you meet her. Shall we go and see this famous dancer
brother of yours?'

She turned her bracelets on her wrists. "Do you know |sak?"

"I met him last night, at the Batto house. He was very quiet."

The sun, moving west, was beginning to |eave the balcony some shade. Arre stepped to the railing again.
She beckoned to Tarn, and he came to stand beside her. She pointed down, to a barge heaped with grain
sacks. "Isthat yours?' she said.

He smiled. "Uh-huh. And that one, and that one, and that one...." He pointed them out to her.

She nodded. "I understand why the Ismeninas need you," she said. "But | do not understand why you
need the Ismeninas.”

"Metal," he said. "Their mines are very close. The Tezeran mines are far away, and most of those have
been dug at until they're empty."

"The Ismenin iron deposits are in the Red Hills, near Shanan, which is farther from Nuath then Tezera,"
shesaid.

He blinked at her. "Y ou are well-informed." He tangled his left hand in his longest necklace. "Hmm.
WEell, there is another reason. It will seem silly to you." He glanced sideways at her.

“Try me," she said encouragingly.
"I was born in Nuath. | cameto the city when | was a child, on avisit. | came down theriver.... | was

ten, or so. | am forty-seven now. Old Rath Ismenin's house was fifteen years old, and a magnificent
thing. | saw it from the river, at sunrise, with the sun breaking off these white walls -- | was amost
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blinded by the glory. It seemed to me then that the Ismeninas must be the wisest, strongest, finest family
in the city, to have such ahouse." He stroked the white marble side of the building. "When | built my
house in Nuath, | sent for the plans of this one and made my architects and builders copy it as best they
could. That ishow | know my way around it. And when Ron Ismenin came to me to suggest the
marriage -- how could | refuse? Nathis wanted it." He smiled. "And there were good economic reasons
forit."

A breeze blew at them from the river. Out on the ocean, alight blue mist was forming. How long had
they beentalking -- an hour? More? The Ismeninas, Arre thought, must be frantic.

Shelaid ahand on Tarn Ryth's bare arm.

"Come," shesaid. "Let'sgo inside.”

Chapter Sixteen
|sak's dance was breathtaking.

Arre saw little of it. She sat beside Marti Hok in the large parlor, thinking, thinking.... Whenever she
glanced up from the carpet, she saw Tarn Ryth looking at her. The drumming went on until she seemed
to feel it in her bloodstream, like afever. Sorren's hands moved so fast they could not be seen. She
looked lovely, with the silk gleaming round her pale face and the hair piled on her head like burnished
gold wires, infinitely flexible. Arre caught sight of Boras Sul's face. He was gazing at the girl asif she
were adish of food -- say, berries topped with cream.

Isak's jeweled loincloth shimmered as he moved. He was Swan now, regal and seductive. This part
showed off his body best of all. The third Ismenin brother, Berd, was staring at the dancer, lips parted,
eyes shining. His wife, beside him, looked resigned to her husband's open adoration. Isak's hair, on top
of his head, made hislong slim neck looked even longer than it was. The dance was (supposedly) the
dance the male swan performsto lure the female, and it was erotic without ever being vulgar (as was the
dance of the Stallion) or comic (as was Bear). The drumming crescendoed as Isak whirled, back arching,
in what seemed to be an impossible position, and then it softened, smoothed, rippled outward, and the
ecstatic Swan furled his graceful wings and glided, with elegant hauteur, from the stage.

Everybody breathed again. Berd Ismenin smiled wryly and patted his wife's hand. There was a
smattering of applause from the Ryth family, which stopped when they realized no one else was
clapping. True art was best appreciated in silence. A few people stood to smooth their clothing or order
drinks from the servants. Marti Hok Ieft the room on the arm of her son, Sironen.

Now would come the ceremony. Arre wished she could leave. Rituals bored her. On the other hand, she

wanted to see Nathis Ryth. In the rear of the chamber, there was a sudden commotion. Arre turned to see
what it was.
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Soldiers -- wearing the yellow and black of Nuath and holding drawn swords in their hands -- were
filingin.

Tarn Ryth's voice cut smoothly through the hubbub. "Friends, family, guests," he said, standing. "Please
don't be alarmed. Thisis entertainment, that's all, nothing to frighten you. If the servants will remove the
stage -- " helooked at Ron Ismenin, who after amoment of total immobility gave hurried orders to the
servants -- "my guards have prepared atreat for you. The swords they carry are wooden, and may be
freely handled, but that must wait until after the show. Please sit down." So compelling was his manner
that everyone, even Ron Ismenin, sat. The soldiers walked to the front of the chamber and stood in two
lines, facing each other, with their swords out in front of them, each facing pair of weapons barely
touching at thetip. "Dennis, my son, will explain to you what you are about to see.”

Tarn sat down, and the man on the left-hand end of the line with his back to the audience turned around.
He looked like Tarn. "We will show you three things, family and guests,” he said, his voice alight copy
of Tarn's resonant tones. "First, you will see the warm-up strokes that every guard doesin training. This
isthe simplest exercise thereis. Then you will see thefirst naiga, that is also atraining exercise which
two people do, consisting of specific strikes and parries. Lastly, you will see areal bout between two
soldiers, with wooden blades of course." He stepped back into line. The soldierstensed. "One -- and
two -- andthree -- and four! One -- andtwo -- andthree -- and four!" The blades sliced down and
sprang up again with the count.

With each stroke, the guards stepped forward; with each retraction, back. The floor shook. Arre watched
the soldiers faces. They were young and intense and wholly concentrated. Their precision was very
beautiful. "Yai!" Dennis Ryth's shout halted them. They bowed to each other, to their audience, and to
him, and then marched around the open space, to seat themselves around the edge of it. Dennis stood
where he was, to the very left of the chamber.

"Now the naiga." He barked two names and two of the guards rose from their seated positions and
entered the space. They bowed to the audience and then to each other. One of them was a woman; her
breasts showed clearly under the cotton of her tunic. She had a broad face and brown hair with streaks of
gold through it. The guard facing her was older than she was, a man, with a heavy yellow beard. He had
the pale, somewhat yellow cast to his skin that suggested he had Anhard blood.

"Yai!" said Dennis, and the two lifted their swords. "Hal" The blades whistled through the air. Everyone
jumped. Arre closed her fingers on the hard wood seat of her chair. The strokes -- going for the head,
the legs, the belly -- looked terribly real. The fighters breathed in great deep puffs, huff, huff. They
stamped and leaped and attacked and retreated.... Arre began to see form through the apparent
formlessness. Certain strokes and parries reappeared. Just as she was beginning to see the pattern,
Dennis shouted, and it was over.

Col Ismenin had appeared in the chamber; he was sitting beside his brother, smiling a bit nervously.
Arre turned around, but if Nathis Ryth had come in, she was hidden among the myriad Ryth cousins.
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The two guards marched to their places. Dennis shouted again, and another guard rose from the circle.
Dennis strode inside it to face him.

They bowed to the audience and to each other. Then, without a sound, Dennis attacked. The crack of
blade on blade made everyone start. Arre remembered what Paxe had said. "Y ou can kill with awooden
sword, if you know how." These blows looked asif they could kill. If one of them slipped, she thought,
if one parry cametoo late -- she glanced at Tarn Ryth. He was smiling, leaning back against the
cushions, seemingly unworried. His left hand toyed with the chain around his neck.

She had no skill to see which man was the better swordsman. They advanced and backed and turned in
the circle. Oncein awhile, aheel came dangerously close to stepping on the seated men and women
guards, but no one moved, not a handsbreadth; they remained impassive and disciplined. Suddenly,
Dennis Ryth knocked the other man's sword to one side and lunged forward. The tip of hiswooden
sword halted a knuckle-length away from the man's unprotected throat.

The man dropped his sword. One of the guards caught it. Then Dennis lowered histo his side. Both men
bowed, to the audience and then to each other.

Tarn Ryth rose from his seat. "We hope you have enjoyed this demonstration,” he said blandly. Oh, yes,
Arre thought. The faces of the watching guests reflected shock, appreciation, and not alittle fear. You
have indeed demonstrated your power, Tarn Ryth, and I, for one, am very, very impressed.

"I liketo think my guards are skilled," continued Tarn, "though of course, their skills do not compare
with the skills of the chearis that were. | have one more surprise for you." He grinned. "In case you have
not noticed, | enjoy surprises. | should like to present to you -- " he paused, and the woman guard who
had performed in the naiga rose and came to stand beside him -- "my daughter, Nathis-no-Iryllen Ryth."

Col Ismenin grinned from his seat. Nathis Ryth smiled. Boras Sul said, "What?' very loudly. Then Col
Ismenin rose and stood beside his betrothed.

The ceremony did not last long. From the way Nathis Ryth and Col Ismenin looked at each other, Arre
could see that though the match might not be alove match, neither party had any regrets. Nathis Ryth
was not beautiful but she was well-made and healthy and would have no trouble bearing children. The
terms of the betrothal were of course not stated aloud but Arre could guess at some of them and knew at
least one of them: Col Ismenin agreed to give up his family name and become Col Ismenin Ryth, and his
wealth (whatever portion of the family fortune he was entitled to) went with him to Nuath.

The ceremony closed with Tarn Ryth saying, "And you must all come to Nuath for the wedding." Not
likely, thought Arre. The wedding was traditionally held three months after the betrothal, and ajourney
upriver at the end of autumn, in the rains, would be unpleasant at best. She stretched, and found Tarn
Ryth at her elbow.
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He extended a hand to help her up, which she ignored. "How did you like _my__ entertainment?' he said
proudly.

"Very much," said Arre. She cocked her head. "Tell me," she said softly, "was the fight staged, too?"

He laughed, and bent his head to hers. "Of course," he said in arumbled whisper. "Do you think 1'd risk
my son just for a game?"

"No," Arresaid. "In fact, | would say you don't take many risks."
He straightened. "Y ou areright," he said. His hand toyed with his chain.
The farewellswere being said. Tarn Ryth said, "l must join my cousins and my new relatives now."

"I would not keep you from them," said Arre, and saw him grin. "Y ou have been frank with me: may |
ask yet another question?’

"Ask," he said.

"Have you made marriage plans for your son?"

He nodded appreciatively. "Not yet. | have approached the ruling house of one of the northern Keeps.
An aliance north would certainly be useful to me. On the other hand, the Isara house of this city boasts
of four daughters.”

"Would you wish your son to become an |sara?"

He tangled ahand in his neck chains. "No. But if the Isara could see beyond tradition, they might be
willing for an Isara daughter to become a Ryth...."

Arre frowned. She did not particularly approve of that. "When do you leave to return to Nuath?"'

"Almost at once. Day after tomorrow." He smiled grimly. "I shall spend the next two days avoiding the
company of Kim Batto."

"It was most instructive to talk to you."
"I hoped you'd find it s0." His huge hand closed over hers, dwarfing it. "Y ou have said we are not
enemies, Arre Med," he said. "I hope you meant it. | am abad enemy. On the other hand -- " he smiled,

like apirate -- "I make avery good friend. Farewell." He released her hand and strolled off, cleaving
through the people like a ship under full sail.

* * % *
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Arre went to find Marti Hok. The old woman was in the Ismenin courtyard, looking at the flowers. "
shall have to ask Ron Ismenin who does his gardening,” she commented. She leaned on her cane with
both hands. "Y ou spent along time with that man."

"It wasworth it," Arresaid. "Heis -- quite remarkable."

Kim Batto, gown flapping, walked across the granite flagstones to them. "Arre," he began, "I think you
had better listen to me."

"I think | had better not," Arre said. "Y ou will lieto me, asyou lied to Tarn." His eyes widened. "Did
you think you were using _him_? Y ou are afool, Kim Batto, aworse fool than Boras. Go away."

He backed from her asif she had suddenly turned into a bear or a snake. Marti Hok said, "That was
wonderful. Will you tell me what has happened? | detest ignorance, especially my own."

Arre said crisply, "Kim Batto has been playing a game with us. He has told Tarn Ryth that we have
refused to permit the _Blue_ Clan on the Council, thus maneuvering Tarn into making alliances with
separate houses of the city, namely the Batto and Ismenin houses."

"But who _is_the man, and why should Kim Batto and Ron Ismenin care what he does?' demanded
Marti.

Arretold her. "All the grain supply to Kendra-on-the-Delta passes through his hands. He has drawn the
cities of the river together, making of them alittle district of Arun, like our city districts. He has money,
alot of money, and influence, and military skill, as he took pains to show us."

"What does he want?"

"To betreated asaruler, as an equal of any member of a noble house.”

"Indeed," said Marti, and her eyes narrowed. "Arre, can you possibly support this man's ambition? Heis
abarbarian! If once we show weakness to him, we are lost. He can extort anything he wishes from us by
threatening the grain supply."

"He can do that now," Arre pointed out. "He does not threaten."

"Then what do you call that performance in the parlor?' said Marti. "Entertainment, indeed.”

"I do call it entertainment,” said Arre firmly. "I think the Council could do worse than consider an
alliance with Tarn Ryth."

"And, doing that, how do we avoid listening to the Ismeninas?' said Marti.
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Arre scowled. "l don't know. But Marti, | would rather know what Ron Ismenin is doing than _not_
know."

"Do you think Tarn Ryth will tell you?”
"I think he might."

Sironen Hok strolled to his mother's side. "The litter is here, Mother," he said. "Lady Arre. Y ou look
beautiful."

He was a handsome man himself, with afine thick black mustache and a firm, sensual mouth. He was
also married, with five children, and quite faithful to hiswife. "Thank you," Arre said.

"Heis so tactful," said Marti. "That is hisway of telling me we must go home. Well, Arre, was it worth
coming to, this party?'

"Most definitely,” Arre said, "l enjoyed myself tremendously and you are a wicked old woman."

Marti chuckled, and whispered, "I practice." Her son rolled his eyes expressively and tucked his hand
through her arm.

"Wait," Marti said. "Arre. Send that Sorren child to me this week."

Arre smiled. "With so many grandchildren of your own blood, Marti, | fail to see why you need a
stranger to tell storiesto. But | shall do as you ask, of course.”

"Mother, come." Sironen tightened his grip on his mother's arm.
"Y ou see how they treat me," said Marti cheerfully. She kissed Arre's cheek. "I am coming, my dear."

Grinning, Arre watched them go. Her own litter was somewhere out in the street with the others, but she
felt no desireto go toit. A tall spear of purple lilac caught her eye, and she stooped to smell it.

When she straightened, Cha Minto was beside her. He looked very unhappy. He said, "Arre -- | just
want you to know that what | did was not done out of malice. | -- | had to do it. At least, | thought |
did."

Arre wastorn between pity for his distress and contempt for his weakness. " Cha, we cannot talk here,"
she said. "Come and see me."

He wet hislipsto answer. At that moment, a soft voice said, "My dear sister. Did you enjoy the dance?”’
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It was Isak. His face was still painted with the outline of the Swan's feathers. He wore street clothes, and
under them his muscles showed, hard as metal, tensile as wax. He put his arm through Cha's, holding the
other man to him like alover. "You had alot to say to our merchant guest. Did you find him cultured?’
Arre said, "We talked poalitics, not art. Did you find him cultured when you met him last night?*
"He did not talk to me," Isak said. "l am not the head of my house. _Did_ you enjoy the dance?'
"Yes," shesaid. "You always dance well. Isak, why did you tell Ron Ismenin to keep me out?’
"Toirritate you." said Isak, smiling. "And because | felt that Kim Batto's games might be spoiled if you
had an opportunity to speak directly to Tarn Ryth. Y ou managed, of course. How resourceful you are.

Poor Kim looks like a drowned hen."

Y es, thought Arre, that is the end of thisalliance. | shall have to tell Jenith to return to her job at the
warehouse. "Did Ron know what Kim Batto was doing?' she said.

Isak said, "Ask him, my dear."
"Did the L'hel?"

The dancer shrugged. "I don't know. | have as few dealings with the Tanjo as possible; it is the one thing
you and | agree on. Cha-- " hisvoice grew barbed -- "come with me. | have something to show you."

"You interrupted us," Arre said tartly.
"I know," said Isak. Locking his hand through Cha Minto's elbow, he dragged the weaker man away.

Arrewent to find her litter. She located it by the red and blue streamers on the poles. Sorren sat besideit,
holding her drums and her new clothes,

"The dance was beautiful," Arre said to her. "Y ou looked lovely." Sorren smiled faintly and did not
speak. She looked haggard. "Come, ride in the litter with me."

Sorren said, "l can walk."

"I know you can walk! Get in." Sorren sighed. Rising, she entered the litter. Arre followed her, and the
bearers stood. The girl's long legs crammed the tiny aisle between the two seats, and she drew them up
beneath her. Arre thumped on the side of the box, and the litter lurched up and forward.

"Well?" Arre said, "what happened?’

Sorren rubbed her face with her hands. She was still wearing her hair inits coil, and the lapis lazuli
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comb winked and shone in the smelly box. "Isak knows | lied to him," she said.
"Was he very angry?' Arre said gently.
Sorren dropped her hands in her lap, and nodded. "He didn't say so. But | know he was."

"He doesn't have to say it. His body speaks for him. Child, you needn't drum for him again. He can get
another drummer for the Festival."

Sorren bit her lip. "He probably will. He won't want to see me again. But -- | _like drumming for
him!" The last sentence was awail. Arre reached across the tiny space and took hold of one of Sorren's
hands. The girl gulped, and breathed hard. "Marti Hok wasright, | think. Heisevil."

"When did she tell you that?' asked Arre.

"When | went to her house."

Arre was reminded of Marti's last request. "Would you like to go see her again?"

Sorren said, "Oh, yes." Some of her usual animation returned to her face. "May |? She wants to see my
Cards."

"Certainly, she must see them." Arre let go of Sorren's hand. Briskly, she said, "And you must not let
Isak distress you. Heis not worth your pain." My little brother, she thought. | suppose he loved me once.

But the pleasure in Sorren's face vanished at the mention of Isak. She bowed her head.
Arre hunted for something to distract the girl. "Sing something," she said.

Sorren's head came up. "l can't sing.”

"I can," said Arre. "Sing, and | will help you."

Automatically, Sorren drew her drumsinto her lap. "Anything?' she said. Arre nodded, hoping the girl
would not choose something too ribald.

The litter swayed as the bearers climbed the hill. Sorren sang softly:
_"Where did they go, the ones who were chosen? Where did they ride, the dancers so strong?'

It was a song Arre knew; she joined in, thinking of Tarn Ryth, of his children, and of hisvisions. "With
their long blades sharp, and their long hair flowing, Where did they go, what istheir song.”
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* * % *

The next afternoon, Jenith came to the Med house. She sat in Arre's study and blew smoke rings and
talked about Tarn Ryth. "He's camped with his soldiersin the Batto Yard," she said, "and the servants
say that he and Kim Batto are not talking to each other." Sorren saw Arre's wide grin as she went down
the hall.

The following day was laundry day. Sorren and Lalith soaked and scrubbed all the household clothes
(even the cook's aprons) and hung them out to dry in the rear courtyard. Arre left the house early. (She
aways did, on laundry day. She said the smell of soap made her gag.) There was awell at the south end
of the district that people complained was bad, and she had gone to ook at it. Sorren was feeling
virtuous. She sauntered down the hill with the box of Cards in her hands. There were piles of froth in all
the alleys; it seemed asif the whole city were doing its laundry. The smell of roasting walnuts filled the
air. She loped across the Minto district to the Hok district, following the Street of the Weaversinto
Lerril's Street. Someday she would ask Arre who Lerril was.

Tomorrow she was going to the pasture in the Batto district to shoot more arrows. She flexed her hands,
feeling the muscles move under her skin. In her room, where no one could see, she had been exercising
her arms and shoulders the way Paxe did, lifting herself from the floor while keeping her body straight.
Thefirst time she'd tried it, her arms had collapsed after five upward pushes, but this morning she had
done ten.

The Hok guards waved her into the house without question, and she was ushered to Marti Hok's room
like areal visitor. Marti was sitting with a pile of scrolls on her lap, and she looked very tired. As Sorren
entered, she smiled and put the scrolls on the little table at her elbow.

Sorren said, "l can come another day if you're busy, Lady."

"Marti. No, | asked you, remember? Did you bring the Cards?'

Sorren held the box out.

"Good." Marti took it from her. Sorren sat on the mats. A girl in white brought atray of sherbet, lemon
sherbet thistime, with honey swirled init. Marti took all the Cards from the box and looked at each
Card. "These are very beautiful," she said. "Were they in order when you got them?"

"Y es. The Dancer first, and then the Weaver, the Sleegping Woman, the Lady -- "

"Yes, | see." Marti shuffled through the Cards, putting them in order, and then handed them to Sorren.
"Let'sgo to thelibrary, shall we? Y ou can bring your sherbet."

They walked to the library. On the way, the girl-child who had wanted to keep the butterfly ran out of a
room. "Abu, where are you going?' she said.
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"To thelibrary, sticky-hands, where thou canst not come."
"I'm going to the water," said the girl, puffing out her chest. "Dais taking me to see the ships!"
The library was just as Sorren remembered it, and she said so.

"Of course, child," said Marti, sitting in the big wood chair. "No one comes here but |. Do you
remember which case holds the red binder?"

Sorren pointed. "Thy memory is better than mine," the old woman muttered. "Take it out."

Sorren laid it on the desk. The brittle paper flaked on her fingers, though she touched it as lightly as she
could. She recognized her own name, and pointed to it. "That is my name?"

"Yes. That tal letter isan 'S character. Thisisthe story | read you before. Now, what did | do with those
papers? Ah. Here." She lifted the small pieces of paper from the binder. "Now, you hold the Cards while
| read the names. Let us see if you have the complete deck, or if there are more you do not have. The
Dancer. The Weaver. The Dreamer, yes, that one. The Lady. The Lord. The Scholar; that isthe manin
the black robe, of course. The Lovers. The Archer." Sorren drew that Card out with a sudden jolt of
recognition. "The Messenger. The Horseman. Surely these are from the north, child. Look how in that
oneit is snowing, and in that the man is riding across the steppe.”

"Have you been there?'

"To the steppe? No. But | have heard it described. Great plains, going on and on endlessly until they
reach the mountains. A desolate countryside. The Stargazer. That isthe woman in blue. The Illusionist.”
Marti looked at the paper and then at the Card. "How interesting. The man in the Card is wearing the
same color clothing as did the juggler at the |smenin betrothal ."

Sorren looked at the Card again. Marti was right, except that Jeshim had worn no ruff.

"The Eagle," said Marti. "No, the Wolf, then the Eagle. The Phoenix. The Mirror. Look how cleverly
that is painted. If there were no number on the Card, you would not know which way to hold it. The
Tower. The Wheel. The Demon. What an ugly creature that is. Death. The Moon. The Sun." She paused.
"Isthat all of them?"

"That'sall," said Sorren.

She had spread them out across the dark wooden table, in two lines of eleven.

"Look at the detail," said Marti, marveling. "Look how the picture shows the tree on the tapestry that the
Weaver is weaving, and the faces of the people trapped in the spokes of the wheel. And you cannot use
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them?"

"No."

"A pity."

"But it is ni‘cheato use them."

Marti snorted. "No, it isjealousy on the part of the White Clan that made them declare strawcasting and
stargazing and the other seeing arts ni‘chea.”

Sorren wondered how that could be true. Surely it was weakness that made people jealous, not strength.
"Arre said | should learn to use them, but she could not tell me how."

Marti nodded. "I agree,”" she said. She touched the Card of the Scholar with one finger. "The Black Clan
might have the knowledge of their use locked somewhere in their archives. But even if they did, | doubt
they would share it with you. They would probably try to take the Cards away from you."

"But the Cards are mine!" Sorren said. She reached to them, ready to gather them up.

"Of coursethey are. | _am not going to take them from you." She leaned on one hand, gazing at the
pictures. "The White Clan would know. Y ou might ask them."

Sorren bit her lip. "I can't.”

Marti smoothed the sleeves of her pale cream-colored jacket. "l don't see why not," she said. "The L 'hel
may be venal, but not every witch is. Y ou might have to swear not to use them, but a promiseisonly as
binding as you believe it is. They might want to take them from you, but you are bonded to the Med
house and they would have to ask Arre's permission to do anything, and | am sure Arre would tell them
to let you keep them. Why, then, can you not ask them?"

"l can't!"

“Tell mewhy not," said Marti.

Sorren told her.

Midway through the telling, Marti began to smile. When Sorren finished, she reached out and took the
girl'shands in her own. "You have never told Arre this, have you?' she said. Sorren shook her head. Her
throat was dry. She had never told anyone, except Paxe. "And thisis your reason for not taking the

Cards to the witchfolk, because you are afraid that they will force you to stay in the Tanjo, and become a
witch, and never leave the city?' Her fingers were warm. "Y ou poor child. Sorren, you cannot be forced
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to do anything you do not desire to do! Y ou are awitch, yes. But thereisno way, no_way you can be
made to exercise your talent, your far-traveling, if you don't want to useit. _Tanjo_ means school; that is
what it is, aschool. | think you should_ go to the Tanjo, tell them what you are, and let them teach you.
Y ou may find that, after all, you don't wish to go north."

"No," said Sorren. "I want to go."

"| assure you," said Marti, "they would not keep you. They can't.”

Sorren gazed at painted pictures. You tell me, she thought. Tell me what will happen if | do it. But the
Cards remained mute. Her hands were shaking, and she clenched them at her sides. The thought of going
to the Tanjo terrified her. But what if Marti Hok was right? She thought of Sorren the warrior, the
princess, Sorren who looked like her, Sorren whose name and (perhaps) blood she carried. What would
that Sorren have done?

She would have gone wherever she wished, and no one would have dared to touch her.

But | am not that Sorren, she thought.

Marti said gently, "Sorren, why have you never talked to Arre of this? | am sure you have not, because |
know she would have told you the same thing."

Sorren rubbed her cheek. It was hard to explain. " She would have wanted me to go," she said.
"She would never force you to."
"No. But she would talk about it and ask about it and make me feel foolish if | chose not to."

Marti nodded. "That istrue," she said gravely. "Arre does not seek power, but when it is offered her she
takes it, and she would not understand your not taking it. But what does your lover, the Y ardmaster,

say?"
"] haven't asked her," said Sorren.

"Why not?' said Marti. "She is a wise woman; she must be, to have Arre's trust. Perhaps you should."

* * % *

It was good advice. Sorren thought about it on her way up the hill. As she reached the Y ard, she glanced
through the gate bars to see if Paxe was there. The guards were training with their new wooden
weapons, but Paxe was not among them. Sorren hesitated, and then went to the cottage. She knocked on
the door very softly. If no one answered, she would leave.
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"A moment," called Paxe's voice. Footsteps strode across the mats and the door opened. Paxe looked
out, face stern. "Oh," she said, "it'syou. Comein."

Sorren said, "If you're busy -- "

“If I'm busy, | say so0," said the Y ardmaster. "Come." She stepped back. Sorren went into the cottage,
carrying the Cards. She sat on the mats; Paxe threw her a cushion and she put it under her buttocks. She
put the box of Cards beside the table.

"l haven't seen you in along time," she said to her lover.

“I'm on night watch," Paxe said. "And you've been busy. Whenever | see you, you're on your way down
the street.”

Sorren started to say, Arre keeps me busy -- but the words stuck in her throat. It was not Arre who kept
her busy. She remembered Arre asking her if she had another lover. Did _Paxe _think she had another
lover? She looked hard at the older woman, seeing the new lines of worry on her face. She seemed
thinner, too. That could be from the sword practice, but it could be from a question she did not want to
ask. When Paxe was angry or upset or troubled about something, she did not speak of it: she worked.
Sorren said, "l've missed you."

The Y ardmaster held out a hand. "Then why are you all the way over there, where | can't reach you?
Come here."

Sorren moved. They hugged lightly. "That's better," whispered Paxe. She traced Sorren's eyes with her
tongue. "Is something troubling you, chelito?'

Sorren put her head into the hollow of Paxe's shoulder. "There's something | have to tell you," she said.
"Tell me," said Paxe. She twined her fingersin Sorren's hair.

"Y ou remember weeks ago, at the Council meeting, when Isak first asked me to drum for the betrothal ?"
"I remember," said Paxe.

She was not going to think about Isak. "Well, the next morning, Arre asked meto find out for her who
the Ismenin boy was marrying."

"Was she surprised when you told her?"

"Yes -- but that's not what | want to tell you. | asked Jeshim, the juggler. He was on the Jalar slipway,
juggling for the sailors and fishermen. Anyway, | met this -- this person on the docks. Her nameis
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Kadra. She told me she had been a messenger, and then she hurt her leg and couldn't ride.”
"Kadra. Does she livein this district?
"No, inthe Jalar district -- sort of. | talked to her. She's a mapmaker. | asked her if she had heard of
Tornor, and she said yes. She said she'd make me a map, to show me the towns | would have to go to,
and theroads...."

Paxe said, "How long has it been since she was hurt? They've changed.”

"I don't know," Sorren said. "She never told me. A long time, | think." She pulled herself out of Paxe's
embrace. "If you keep asking me questions, I'll never tell it right,” she said.

"I'm sorry," Paxe said. She crossed her legs and folded her handsin her lap. "l just like to hold you."
"Hold me after. Kadra -- Kadras strange. She's adrunk. |'ve never seen anybody who could drink so
much and still stay on her feet. She was a messenger until she hurt her hip, falling. She wantsto go on

the ship -- the IInalamare ." She said the strange word carefully, so as not to missa syllable.

"What ship?"' said Paxe. Sorren told her about the ship. She shook her head. "The things | don't know
about this city. Now |'ve interrupted you again. Go on."

"Kadra's been marking the map for me, and she's named me al the towns between here and Tezera. |
know them, all the names, | mean."

"Really? Show me."

"Terzi, Mahita, Warrintown, Elath -- I'm _not_going to Elath -- Shonet, Sharon, Nuath, Yfarra,
Morriton, Septh, Kup-on-the-Marsh, Tezera."

"Very good," said the Yardmaster.

Sorren took a breath. "There's more." There was aloose straw on the mat; she teased it with her fingers
to make it break off. "Kadra's teaching me the bow."

Paxe's back straightened. "Whose ideawas that?' she said.
"Hers. She said | have to learn to hunt if I'm going to go north alone." The stubborn straw finally came
loose in her hand. She lifted her head to meet Paxe's eyes. "'l know it's unlawful for me to learn a weapon

art, but | just want to learn how to shoot animals, fish, nothing more."

Paxe shook her head. "Chelito, you're taking a chance," she said gently. "Where are you learning this?"
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"In a pasture in the Batto district. The bow is hidden. | was there thisweek and I'll go next week, and the
week after that, and the week after that, until the ship leaves."

"Then what will you do?’

"I don't know," Sorren said.

Paxe said abruptly, "Bring it here." She rose suddenly. "I'll keep it for you, in my chest." She pointed
with her chin to the carved wooden chest. "I'll set up atarget in the Yard for you to practice with. What
are you shooting at now?"

"Hay bales. I'm not very good." Sorren's pulse leaped in her throat. "Do you mean it?"

"I don't say what | don't mean," said Paxe. She half smiled. "Chelito, you've grown."

"My clothes all fit."

"That's not what | mean." She came across the floor and, leaning, fitted her mouth to Sorren's. They
kissed, bodies making a circle of light and dark in the sunlit cottage. Paxe was the first to move her head.
"Chea," she whispered, "I'm going to miss you when you go north."

“I'm not going for ayear," Sorren said.

"It'll take me ayear to get used to it," said the Y ardmaster. "Come, | want to show you something." She
brought Sorren to the chest. The carvings on the lid were in the shape of a great tree with spreading
branches. Birds peered out of the branches, and the brass clasp on the chest was shaped like a bird, with
great extended wings.

Paxe opened the chest and took out a sword.

It was spotted with rust, but the edge |looked sharp, and the hilt and the piece of metal that protected the
user's hand were bright and shiny. Paxe lifted the scabbard from the chest aswell. "It's very old," she
said. "I don't haveit in the scabbard because the scabbard is so worn that the leather's falling apart. The
silk keepsit safe." She held the blade to the light. "Y ou wanted to seeit," she said. "Would you like to

touch it?"

Sorren nodded. "Hold your palms out, flat," said Paxe. Sorren obeyed, and Paxe laid the sword across
her palms. It was not as heavy as she'd thought. Paxe took it back. "Do you want to grip it?"'

"May 17"

"Put your right hand on the hilt."
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Sorren reached her right hand out. Paxe was holding the hilt in her left hand. Sorren closed her fingers
around the hilt and Paxe took her hand away. Sorren tightened her fingers. "Isit -- isit old?" she said.

"Very old," said Paxe gravely.

Sorren wondered if it had ever killed. The thought made her shiver. She closed her eyes, willing herself
north with al her strength, asif the presence of the sword made a magic that would help her be there.

_Shewasthere. She was the bird, flying over the mountains -- except these were not her mountains, not
the great gray hills she had come to know. These were red. They reminded her of the Tanjo, except
where the Tanjo stone was shaped and polished, this stone was rough and scoured by wind and rain and
frost. There was snow on the peaks. Sorren-the-bird swooped lower and realized it was summer. She
glimpsed green, houses, awindmill -- she was riding the currents between two tall ranges, and below
was avillage._

She dropped lower, until she was hovering above the village. Slowly she drifted, invisible as music,
down what seemed to be the main street of the village. At one point was alarge dirt square -- aYard,
she thought -- with peopleinit.

_They were speaking to each other, but their accents were strange; she could not understand them. Some
of them had weapons, wooden knives of the type she had seen Paxe use with her soldiers. One man
stood out. He was in the center of the space, with his hands on his hips, ateacher's pose, she thought. His
hair was tricolored, and hetied it back from his forehead with ared scarf -- ashariza, thought Sorren

-- and then the vision snapped._

She returned to the present to find that Paxe had taken the blade from her hand. Her knees buckled, and
the Y ardmaster caught her and lowered her gently to the floor. "What did you see?' she said. "The

K eep?'

"No." Sorren swallowed. Her throat and lungs ached, asif she had truly been breathing the air of the
mountains. "No. Mountains -- but different mountains. Red ones." She described them.

Paxe listened, her arms around Sorren. "It sounds like the Red Hills," she murmured as Sorren described
the color and height of the snow-capped ranges. "What else did you see, chelito?"

Sorren said, "A place. A village in the mountains. And a man, teaching in a'Yard. He wore a shariza."
Again she closed her eyes, trying to dredge detail from her memory. "He wore clothes like the ones you
wear in the Yard, and his shirt had a pattern on it, arunning horse -- like the Batto crest."

"What was he teaching?’

"I saw wooden knives." She struggled to call it back, frightened at the same time that she would turn
again into Sorren-the-bird. "I've never seen this place before. What made me go there? What do you
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think it was?'

Paxe said, "I don't know. It could have been anywhere in the Red Hills -- Tor's Rest, perhaps. Even
Vanima."

Sorren jerked around. "Vanima?"

Paxe half smiled. "I didn't mean it, chelito. | think the sword took you somewhere it's been, but | can't
guess where."

"I _did_seeacheari."

"Probably you did," Paxe said. She dlid her thumb down Sorren's spine. "But there's no way you can
know for sure.”

Unless | ask the witchfolk, Sorren thought.

Lifting the sword from the mats, Paxe wrapped it in silk and laid it in the chest. Sorren watched the
practiced motion. Paxe had known a cheari once. A question leaped to her lips. She hesitated, and then
said, "Do you think there are any left?"

Paxe understood. "No," she said. "I hope not. The world has passed them by. It's changed.”

No, Sorren thought, and her hands clenched. It hasn't changed that much!

She picked up the Cards from where she had put them, near the table. "I brought them to Marti Hok; she
wanted to see them," she explained.

"What did she think of them?"' Paxe asked.

"She said | should go to the Tanjo and learn to be awitch. She said they could teach me how to use the
Cards."

"Do you want to?' said Paxe.

| don't want to go to the Tanjo, Sorren thought. But what if everything Marti said was true? She
remembered the moment in the street, when the black-haired witch had -- touched her. She shivered
with the memory. It hadn't really hurt. What if she took the Cards to the Tanjo? Fortunetelling was
ni‘chea; they might take the Cards away. But what if they didn't; what if they taught her how to see what
was to come? It might not be so terrible to be one of them.

"What would _you do?' she said.
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"Were | you?' said Paxe. "l would go."
"And if | do go, and become awitch," Sorren said, "will you still be my love?’

Paxe's mouth twisted, asif the words hurt. Crossing the space between them, she bent and kissed the top
of Sorren's head. Her voice husked as she answered, "I will love you always, wherever you go."

* * % %

Arre went to bed early. The excursion to the well had tired her; she did not eat, much to the cook's
disgust. Climbing to her chamber, she leaned heavily on Sorren'sarm. "Did Marti like your Cards?' she
asked from her bed. Sorren nodded. "Good."

After putting Arreto sleep -- like aworn and cranky child, she insisted on talking until she fell asleep
in mid-sentence -- Sorren went to her room. But the silence disturbed her. She was restless, too restless
to sleep, but she did not want to drum. She went downstairs to the little parlor. Elith waddled in and
noticed her. "What are you doing here?' said the old woman. "Go, go." She made shooing motions with
both hands. It was futile to argue; Sorren left. She went into the kitchen. Toli was cleaning a sturgeon for
breakfast, the fish smell made her flinch.

Finally she went outside. The sky was moonless; the crescent moon that had roamed the afternoon sky
was down beneath the world. Sorren walked through the rear courtyard. The tiles were cold on her bare
feet. If she went to the Tanjo.... The thought dried her mouth. She walked to the Y ard fence and passed a
hand over a plank. If shewas truly awitch.... She bit her lip and continued to walk, fingerstrailing
lightly on the wood.

She walked by the Y ard gate, and stopped. Someone was in there. The sound of heavy, deliberate
breathing reached her across the fenced-in space, as even as the sound of the sea. She looked through the
gate and her heart pounded. Paxe stood in the Yard. That tall silhouette was unmistakable. She held a
sword asif she faced an enemy, and she was moving a swift pattern, back plumbline straight. Sorren
curled her hands around the chill bars of the gate and stayed very till. The sword gleamed; it was metal,
not wood.

Paxe had not seen her. The Y ardmaster wore the clothes she usually wore on watch, but in the starlit
night she seemed more like a shade than a human being. Her movements reminded Sorren of 1sak's
movements in the dance, but where Isak was graceful, Paxe was deadly. Suddenly, Isak seemed like a
child, playing at art. Thisisthetrue art, Sorren thought. Her eyes began to ache, and she blinked to ease
them. In the blur, Paxe's outline changed, and Sorren saw not Paxe, but the teacher of her vision.... She
blinked again, and saw her lover. This was a Paxe Sorren did not know, perhaps had never known. The
girl shivered. And, tall and slim and deadly, Paxe danced; thrusting, leaping, thrusting again, adark and
fluid shadow against the pattern of stars, the whites of her eyes glittering like quartz.
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Chapter Seventeen
The fourth day of the week, Sorren went to the house on Plum Street to meet Kadra.

Now that she had told Paxe about Kadra and about the bow, Sorren found it easier to simply do her work
and leave the house. Elith grumbled, but as long as Sorren did the shopping and the cleaning, she could
not complain. Arre did not seem to mind.

On Plum Street, the Asech children were playing Catch Me in among the houses and gardens. Sorren
looked for the girl with the blocks who had first directed her to the goat hutch, but could not find her. All
the children, with their dark eyes and brown skins and narrow faces, looked alike.

Kadra was not in the goat hutch. Sorren looked everywhere behind the house. She even went to the
windows and put her face against the screen, trying to see through the silk-flecked paper, but saw
nothing. She called. Only the high laughter of the children answered her. Finally she left Plum Street and
went to the pasture.

Tammo was delighted to see her. He went at once to the place where the bow and arrows were hidden
and pulled them out. "No, Tammo, I'm not going to shoot today," Sorren said. Hisface wrinkled in
disappointment. "Tammo, have you seen Kadra?' He whined, and wriggled, and then shook his head.

"Y ou haven't seen Kadra, Tammo?' He waved his hands in the air emphatically. "If you see her, tell her
Sorren islooking for her. Sorren. Can you remember that?' The child-man nodded and waved his hands.
"Sorren," she repeated, and picked her way across the littered pasture.

She no longer had to ask directionsto the Jalar slipway. Hurrying across the city, she strode through the
Sul district to The Silver Fish. Shards of blue glass from the front casement glittered on the cobbles like
the lapis lazuli of her comb, and the tavern's heavy swinging door had been torn right off its hinges. A
man festooned with carpenter's tools was measuring the casement. "What happened?’ she said.

He grunted. "Some fool of awagon driver tried to drive along the street and rammed into the building.
Door gone, windows gone. Norresis so mad she's pickled." Sorren could hear the tavern owner
screaming within the inn. Turning from the refuse, she walked toward the pier, glad that she had worn
her sandals. A dog growled at her from a doorway, and she shied a pebble at it.

The guardsin yellow let her stand on the pier for along time. She gazed at the ship. It looked finished.
The sides sloped smoothly up to the deck. The stern was square, the bow pointed. Three tall masts
towered in the air. Ropes hung all over them, and there were more ropes coiled al over the ship. Where
the sides of the ship curved inward, at bow and stern, cabins had been built, and in severa places on the
deck there were square holes with covers beside them. Ladders slanted down into the darkness. The deck
was white, and so were the ship's sides, and the cabins were yellow. As Sorren watched, ablack and
white cat marched across the deck, agile as an acrobat amid the clutter of ropes and rolled canvas and
boxes.
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"Can | go down there?' she asked. The mud seemed deserted. But Kadra might be there, near the ship
she loved. The guards frowned but waved her on, and she scudded down the slope of the dlipway in a
clatter of pebbles.

Near the ship, the stink of fresh paint almost overcame the sea smell. Clay pots peppered the beach at
odd angles. In places the shifting mud had thrown the pots to one side. A red-shelled crab waved its
claws at her defiantly from a pot rim. She went to the next one; not even a crab greeted her.

She called, her voice mingling with the ocean's. "Kadral" No one answered. At last she gave up, and
climbed back to the street. She went to the inn. Two women were maneuvering a plank through the
doorway; Sorren waited until they were inside, and then followed them.

Hammering sounds were coming from the kitchen. Norres stood in the middle of the tavern's common
room, arms akimbo, telling the carpenters that if they wasted any more time she was not going to pay
them. Her staccato voice, like rain, beat on Sorren's ears. The tavern owner saw Sorren watching and
swung around. "What d'_you_ want?"

"“I'm looking for Kadra," Sorren said. "We were supposed to meet today, at a house on Plum Street. But
she wasn't there."

Norres glared. Her hair was ragged and short; it barely touched her shoulders. "I don't know where that
oneis."

"When did you last see her?'

"Two days ago, drunk." She swung on the carpenters again. "And you'll pay for the beer you're drinking,
too. D'you think it's free?"

Sorren tried again. "Don't you want to know where she is?'
"Why should I?* snapped Norres.
"I thought -- "

"I don't care what you thought," said the innkeeper. She looked Sorren up and down. "Gawky, aren't
you."

"No," Sorren said. "I'm not gawky, I'm tall. And | want to find Kadra. She's sick. She could be sick,
somewherein the city, lying in the road -- "

Norres eyes fastened on hers. She had green eyes, green as jade, and smoky. Quietly she said, "l know
that. And I've learned not to see, over the years."
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"Y ears?

"Eight years we've been lovers. _You_ wouldn't know. That one never says. Eight years -- and I've
watched the drinking and the fighting, knowing that someday they'll come to me and say, 'Y ou know
Kadrano-llezia, the ghya. Better come to the guardhouse, there's a body you might want.' When a person
wants death as much as that one does there's little to do to keep her from it. I've done my best. But after
awhile, you just give up."

Sorren felt asif she had suddenly stepped into amorass. "l don't understand,” she said.

"No, how should you?"' said Norres, and Sorren saw that her incredible eyes were filled with tears. "Go
home, girl, to wherever your home s, and find your lover and hold her, and be happy. Did you look by
the ship?' Sorren nodded. "So did I, last night. Did you go to Tammo's?"

"Yes."

"I couldn't. But if that one was dead, | think 1'd know." Scowling, she dashed the tears from her eyes.
"Ai, now you've made me weep, and | swore to give up weeping for that one. Get out of here, girl.
You'reintheway."

At that moment, they heard the conches blowing.

"But there'sno fog -- " said one of the carpenters.

"That's the danger signal!" said Norres. "Fire or flood or fight." She cocked her head. "Where's it coming
from?"

"North," said the carpenter.

"No, west," said the other.

* * % *

Sorren said, "1'd better go." She slipped out the door, listening to the bellowing horns. Slowly she began
to trot north, across the Jalar district into Isaraterritory. An Isara guard ran across her path, carrying a
pike and a sling with three weighted balls on it, for throwing. She yelled something incomprehensible as
sheraced by.

As Sorren turned into the Avenue of the Pines, she heard the conches blowing. "Awoo," they howled,
like wolves across the plains. "Aawhooo!" A man loped by, carrying a piece of wood with iron nails
sticking out of it. He saw her and yelled wordlessly, and swung the makeshift club over hishead in a
circle, but did not stop. Frightened but determined, Sorren |eft the avenue and headed toward the Tanjo.
She heard a dull roar, like the sound of the seain arainstorm. She froze, heart thumping, trying to decide
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where it came from so that she could go the other way.

As she hesitated, it caught up with her. Suddenly the street was filled with people, al shouting. She saw
aman with a knife, and another man trying to wrest it from his hands. There was blood on their clothes.
A woman crouched in adoorway, gripping the bottom of a broken bottle.

"Jalar -- Jalar -- Jalar -- Jalar -- " The chant came from the south. "I -- sar -- &I -- sar -- a--"
Sorren looked for a place to hide. All the people in front of her ran backward with arush, and she had to
run with them or be trampled. There was a scream as somebody fell. A knife flashed, then another. The
Jalar guards were trying to drive the people into the | sara guards, and the people were fighting back.
Under and around and over the din, the conches blew. _Get off the streets!_ they said.

Sorren's throat felt asif she had been breathing sand. She backed into a shallow doorway, and realized
that it was the doorway where the woman with the bottle had crouched. Sorren looked around for her but
she was nowhere to be seen. A woman in aJalar guard tunic ran past, limping. Blood streamed down her

leg.

The street seemed clear. Sorren stepped from the doorway, trembling. Suddenly, it filled again. People
spilled into the alley like water pouring into atide pool. Sorren pressed into the doorway. A woman
tumbled backward out of the knot of people fighting, and her head hit at Sorren's feet, an ugly, pulpy
sound. She did not move. Sorren stretched her hand out and touched the woman's mouth, and felt
nothing. The pale face stared upward, unseeing. Sorren fisted her hand in the woman's shirt and tried to
drag her into the shelter of the doorway. The head bumped on the stones.

Shelet go. More chanting echoed down the street, coming from the north. She heard marching. "Is --
men -- in,Is -- men -- in!" Soldiersin gold and gray, the Ismenin colors, blocked the mouth of the
street. They held swordsin front of them. Slowly they began to march forward, toward the brawlers.

Sorren flattened into the hard wood of the door. She watched the swords advance. The soldiers faces
were set, intransigent. A man tried to club at one of them; the sword slashed his throat. He rolled away,
with blood running down his chest and back. A small dark man appeared to be giving the orders. She
turned her face away so that she would not see a sword coming at her. The street shook. Then they were
past her, leaving the smashed and sodden dead behind.

She crawled into the street. The conches had ceased; there was no sound from the city. It took her along
time to pull the dead woman's body into the doorway. Her hands and arms shook, and she wept. When
she finished, there was red on her hands. A door opened, across the street, and a man looked out. When
he saw her, he shut it quickly. She wondered who lived behind it, and if they were home, and if they had
known she was there. Dragging herself up, she made herself walk past one dead body, then another. The
sound of the wind blowing up the avenues, sharp and fresh as pain, seemed to her to be the sound of the
city, crying.

* * % *
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The din had stopped.

Arre stood beside the window of the parlor, waiting for the messengers that Paxe had sent to return.

Her stomach churned with tension. The first guard had reported breathlessly that the Jalar and Ismenin
guards were fighting with live swords in the city streets. The next guard said no, it was not that; a fight
had broken out in the Jalar docks and the Isara and Jalar guards had together been unable to halt it. "If
the Ismenin soldiers hadn't come, it could have spread into the Hok district and maybe even farther.!"

"I doubt it," Arre said. But the sound of the conches frightened her. The last time the conches had been
blown afire had threatened to engulf half the Sul district, and it had taken the combined forces of three
districts and the mindlifters from the Tanjo to extinguish it. In the kitchen, the apprentices were
chattering about the fight. Arre's nerves screamed. She wanted a drink. She clenched her fists and
walked back and forth across the parlor. | should have known, she thought, and was answered, Don't be
silly, how could you have known? Are you omniscient, can you see into the future? Such things happen.

| do not believe thisfight just "happened,” she thought, and no, I am not omniscient. Nevertheless, |
should have known._

Paxe came in. She was wearing armor, overlapping scales of leather and steel, and carrying a pike.
"Twenty-two dead," she said softly. "They are clearing the streets now."

Arre groaned. Last report had said twelve dead, why was twenty-two so much worse than twelve?"ls
Sorren back yet?' she said.

"Not yet," said Paxe.

Lalith came in, eyes bright. "Two more responses, one from Boras Sul, one from Kim Batto," she said.
"They both say they will come. The cook wants to know what he should fix for dinner."

“I'm not hungry," said Arre Lalith bowed and went out.
Paxe said, "It's better to eat."

Arresaid, "The dead don't eat."

Paxe shook her head. "Arre, you are not responsible.”
"I feel responsible.”

"Feelings are not fact."
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"And patienceisavirtue," snapped Arre, turning from the window. "Don't cant at me. Have your guards
managed to get one of those swords, yet?'

"Not yet."

"I want one. And | want someone, anyone, Paxe, who saw thisriot start. It can be someone who wasin
it, who fought init, | don't care, | want her. Get her for me."

"I will. Be patient." Paxe's calm was infuriating. The Y ardmaster went to the doorway, called for Lalith,
and gave her instructions. Then she came back into the parlor.

She leaned her pike casually inside the door. The cook came in. He put his hands on his hips. "What do
you mean, you won't eat?' he said. "You'll get sick.” Lalith dlid through the doorway with abowl of
apples on her pams, and he gaped at her.

"Go away," Paxe said to him. He reared his head back, offended. "Make food. She'll eat it."

The scent of the apples made Arre's mouth water. She said, between her teeth, "Don't talk about me as if
| wereinvisible!"

Lalith put the bowl on the table, bowed, and |eft the room. Paxe picked up an apple and turned it in her
palms. Sorren walked in. Paxe put the apple down.

Arre said, "Where the hell have you been? The Council meets tonight, here!"

Sorren went to the bowl of apples. "l was there," she said softly.

Her face was pinched and white. Arre went to her. She was hunting intently through the bow! of apples
asif it were the most important thing in the room. She picked a soft yellow apple from the bowl, and
cupped it in her hands. There was red around her nails, and dirt on her clothes, and her eyes were odd.
"Y ou were where?' said Arre.

"At thefight. | saw it."

Arre grew cold. "What were you doing there?"

"I was on the docks. | heard the conches -- " She bit into the apple and began to shake. Her mouth
worked. "l hid in adoorway. A woman died in front of me. Her head was all soft, like mud." She

swallowed, shaking.

Paxe took the apple from her hand. "Go and wash," she said crisply. Over her shoulder to Arre, she said,
"Best to keep her occupied.” To Sorren she said, "There's a Council tonight, and you will be needed.
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Lalith!" It was her Yard voice. Lalith shot into the room asif kicked from behind. "Take Sorren to the
laundry and help her get clean. Stay with her."

"But -- thekitchen--"

"Go," said Paxe. She pushed Sorren's shoulder. The blond girl went out. Arre looked at Paxe and saw
that she was trembling with fury. "If something had happened to her -- " the Y ardmaster said.

"Nothing did," Arre said. Paxe took a deep breath and calmed herself, but her eyes were obsidian.

Heavy footsteps sounded in the corridor; both women turned. A guard came to the doorway, holding a
sword. "Y ou wanted this, Y ardmaster."

Paxe took it from him. "Thank you. Dismissed." He bowed and clumped away. "Look, Arre." Paxe held
the blade to the light; sun shimmered on the steel. Arre shuddered, wondering if it had killed anyone.

"Where did it come from?' she said. "Can you tell?'

Paxe nodded. "Thisis Ismenin smithwork. The steel islighter than Tezeran steel. Thisis one of the
swords Cha Minto brought east."

"If it was ChaMinto," said Arre.

Paxe said, "L eth-no-Chayathawas _not_ lying, Arre."

"Oh, | believeyou." But | know Cha Minto, Arre thought, and even with Isak's connivance, | cannot
believe he has anything to do with the presence of swordsin the city. It _has _to have been the
Ismeninas. "Would you swear to the origin of the sword?' she asked.

"Inthe Tanjo," said Paxe.

Arre's eyes stung. | shall haveto tell her, she thought. "Paxe -- " She drew a deep breath --

Paxe interrupted her. "I know what you're about to suggest,” she said. "Y ou're about to say that Dobrin
lied to me. Don't say it."

Arresighed. "No," she said, "that is not what | was about to say. If you say Dobrin was telling you truth,
| must believe you. | do not know the man. Only -- someone might havelied to _him._"

Paxe frowned. "Y -y-yes. But he was so certain, Arre."

Arre said, "Tonight, after the meeting, | will speak to Cha Minto. | will tell him what you have told me
about the swords, and his part in it. Do you wish to be here?
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"Yes," said the Yardmaster. "Is that possible?’
"It can be arranged,” Arre said.

Paxe sighted down the sword edge. "'l would like that," she said softly. She reached for the pike. "I must
put this away. If you want me, | will bein the laundry for afew moments, and then down the hill, near
the Tanjo guardhouse. The gate guard will know where to find me." She edged sideways out the door,
carrying aweapon in each hand. Arre's throat ached; she wanted to weep. We shouldn't have waited, she
thought; we should have searched the Ismenin Y ard and taken the swords from it, we should have
stopped the sword training the week it started, twenty-two dead, | should have known, | should have
been able to avert it, damn Ron Ismenin; O mother, | should have known....

* * % *

When Paxe got to the laundry, after putting the weapons within the Y ard gate, Sorren was alone. She
was drying her hair with atowel, and the strands ran like spun gold between her palms and the cloth.
The laundry was dingy; once it had been painted bright saffron, but over the years, steam from the tubs
had peeled the paint from the walls. Sorren's pale skin was scarlet. As Paxe entered, she dropped the
towel and ran like a deer between the tubs.

"You'll scratch yourself,” Paxe said, holding her gently off from the armor.

"l don't care," said Sorren.

Paxe glanced around the damp building. "Where's Lalith? | told her to stay with you."

Sorren said, "Cook needed her, so | told her to go. I'm all right."

"Areyou?"

"Yes," said Sorren. With her hair slicked back across her forehead, she looked like a pale and furless
seal. Paxe stroked her face.

"Did you come here naked?"

"No. Lalith took my dirty clothes and brought me clean ones." Collecting the clean clothes from a hook,
she put them on. She pulled the drawstring of the trousers tight. "Paxe, what made it happen?"

Paxe said, "l don't know, chelito." But | can guess, she thought. Ron Ismenin made it happen. She
thought of Dobrin, with heartache.

Sorren wound her hair around her hands and twisted it, like cloth. Water dripped on the floor. "Is there
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really a Council tonight?* she asked.

"Arre said so0," said Paxe, envying the resilience of youth. They forget so quickly, she thought; horror
passes through their minds like a bad dream. "Will you feel well enough to serve?!

Sorren frowned. "I'm not a child." She held her hands out in front of her, scrutinizing them, knuckles,
nails, palms. Paxe |looked at her quizzically and she blushed. "They were bloody."

Paxe took the immaculate hands in hers, and kissed them. "If you had been hurt -- " She could not
complete the sentence. She had a brief, harrowing vision of Sorren sprawled lifelessin the street. A
terrible anger surged through her muscles, shivering her like a ledf.

Sorren said, "Paxe?"

"Never mind," Paxe said. "Chelito, I'm on duty; | must go." She pushed the laundry door open. They
went outside. The breeze felt cool after the steamy heat.

The west was turning lavender, as the falling sun hastened in its flight to the mountains. Paxe drew
Sorren to her and kissed her mouth. The girl's lips were soft, and they tasted of soap. "Drink some wine
before you sleep tonight," she suggested.

"I'd rather smoke heavenweed," said Sorren. They walked toward the house.

"Y ardmaster!"

Paxe turned. Sekki was hastening to her across the courtyard. "Y ardmaster, we found him."

"Who?"' sad Paxe.

"The one you wanted. Someone who saw the fight start. He's a fisherman. He saw everything begin, he
says, and ran when the guards came. He hid in a privy. He stinks to the moon but he's willing to talk."

"Where is he?' said Paxe.
"In the Yard. Kaleb's got him."
Paxe said, "I'll come right away."

The fisherman's name was L uki. He was young, a scant sixteen, with an adult's breadth of shoulder and
the bow-legged stance of one who spends most of his time braced against a boat's pitch and roll.

They took him to the laundry and cleaned him up, but he still stank. It was Paxe'sideato have Arretalk
to him in the kitchen. After some prodding, he admitted shyly that he had not eaten since the dawn. Paxe
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cut him some bread and cheese. Arre sat on a stool, he sat on another, holding bread in one hand and
cheese in the other and taking alternate bites.

He wore the coarse cotton clothes of a poor man, and his arms and hands were covered with scars --
"From th' skinnin' knives," he said, when Arre asked what made them. He started out slowly, obviously
in awe of her and somewhat frightened of Paxe, who was a head taller than he. But in a short while, the
story took him, and he forgot hislisteners.

"I was comin' off the ship -- we had aload of spot fish an' the' cap'n wants 'em put in the tubs so we can
run to the outer banks, it was areal good haul, they were near leapin’ into the nets -- an' | saw a crowd
o' dockies -- what _you call dock workers, m'lady -- al standin' about in acircle, laughin' and
pointin'. | went to see what was they laughin' about. What it was, they tied Granny Cat in one of her own
nets, bein' funny they thinks."

"Who is Granny Cat?' asked Arre.

"She's an old woman mends nets for the fishers. She's a bit silly, you know, but she can still tie nets with
the best of 'em, my ma says.... She was mad as fire, spittin' and yellin' and clawing at them through the
net, and they was all laughin' and pointin' and some was pokin' at her to make her madder the way you
might poke a dog to tease it.... | wouldn't even poke adog. They wasn't all dockies, neither, some o'
them was swanks -- "

"What's a swank?' said Arre.

He grinned shyly. "Y ou're a swank, m'lady. The housefolk."

Arre nodded. "Go on," she said gently. "Who were these swanks?"'

"Ismeninas," he said succinctly. "The two young ones."

"How many dock workers were there in the circle?' said Paxe softly.

"Oh, maybe fifteen. But there was plenty of ‘'em just standin’ 'round watchin'. An' then the res' of the
crew comes up. Medi, she's the second mate, she sees what's doin' and goes storming out there, bein' as
Granny Cat is some kind of aunt of hers, and she starts yellin'. So they start to tie her up, too, in one o'
Granny's trawl nets, an' she startsto fight with ‘em, and then the rest of the crew seesit and they all pile
in."

"Who drew the first weapon?' said Paxe.

"Medi pulled her dirk to cut the net off Granny, and someone got in the way. She didn't mean to cut him.

Thenthecrew o' the _Eel hearsthe noise -- the Eel 'sin dock while they scrape her -- and they
come fallin' out. Then the Jalar guards was all over an' | ran." He shivered. "I saw m' cousin get stabbed
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across the throat. The blood -- 1'm a coward about blood, m'lady, | can't help it, it makes me go all sick
and queasy. | ran clear off the dock, and stayed there. When | came out, there was two folk dead and
three more bloodied like fightin' seal -- Medi was one o' them, and her face was all slashed -- "

Paxe said, "That's enough.” She put a hand on his shoulder. "Where do you live?'

"Jalar district. Sam Street.”

"Can you go home, or will the Jalar guards pick you up?"

"Dunno." He hunched his shoulders.

"“I'll send aguard with you," said Paxe. "Here." Shelaid alargo in his hands. He gazed at it, unbelieving.
"Jus for talkin'?' he said.

"That'sright. And for not talking about this," said Arre. "Forget you ever saw this house."

He grinned dlyly. "What house?' He ran his thick fingers over the bonta. "I never held one o' these
before." He rose, and bowed awkwardly. "I won't say nothin', m'lady."

* * % *

He followed Paxe to the door; Arre heard her hail a guard. Then she came back in and stood with her
hands on her hips. "It was the Ismeninas,” she said.

Arre nodded. "l thought it would be." She rose. "The Ismenin soldiers had to know that the riot was
happening. They were there, ready, and armed. The only way they could have known it was happening
so quickly wasiif they knew before it started, which meant they had to start it -- " She found herself
calling down old curses on Ron Ismenin in her mind; may your harvest fail and your seed be barren,
may the winter demons devour your soul....

"Will Ron Ismenin be coming to the Council?' said Paxe.

"No," said Arre. Not now or ever, she thought. Her stomach lurched at the picture of the woman on the
dock, face bloodied "like fightin' seal ."

The cook tramped back in. He sniffed. "Stinks," he said.
"Never mind," said Arre.

"Don't blame me if the food smells strange." He began to chop meat with great sweeping strokes of his
cleaver.
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Arre went to her study and sank into her chair with knees that shook. Lalith entered. "The Lady Marti
Hok says she will attend the Council meeting, Lady."

"Good," said Arre. "Let me know when Cha Minto responds.”

At last, the vivid images faded from her mind. She called Lalith to find out what the cook was fixing.
"Soup, Lady."

"Bring me some."

Lalith returned with a bowl filled with pea soup. It smelled wonderful. "Where is Sorren?" Arre asked.
"Dressing, Lady. Do you need her?"

"No. Later | will."

All through dinner, guards came to the door with news. There were, on final count, twenty-three dead
and forty-one wounded. Of the dead, six were Jalar guards. Seven Isara guards and three Hok guards
were hurt badly. If the Ismenin Y ard had casualties, it was not admitting them,; after clearing the streets,
the Ismenin soldiers returned to their posts and, armor and swords out of sight, resumed their normal
duties. Someone, in the confusion of the day, tried to start afirein the Isara district, but the Isara guards
put it out and arrested the man, who was nearly killed on the way to the guardhouse by hisinfuriated
neighbors. Besides the deaths, there was property damage: slashed and broken screens, torn nets,
overturned barrows. There were also complaints of theft; in the aftermath of the riot, the abandoned
streets became atarget for half the city's thieves. Forty-three people were arrested. It seemed likely that
there had been more involved in theriot, (near one hundred, Paxe said) but the others had melted away,
into aleys and gardens and houses and pastures. The men and women arrested were staying stubbornly
silent, but Arre thought that their silence would last no more than three or four days, until the core of
them realized that no one was going to break or buy them from the guardhouse. Then they would begin
to talk.

* * % *

Marti Hok was the first to arrive. Arre met her at the front door, and kissed her. "My dear," said the old
woman tremulously, "what a terrible thing."

"Come." Arre brought her to the big parlor and settled her in achair. She had ordered the wineto be
heated. She rang for it now, and Sorren came in with atray. She brought Marti a mug of steaming wine,
and questioned Arre with her eyebrows and a pointing finger. Arre sighed. She wanted wine. "Tea."

ChaMinto and Kim Batto entered together. Arre gazed at Chawith contempt, and at Kim with venom.
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Welcome to my web, she thought. Cha was nervous and silent. He took the mug Sorren brought him in
both hands, and drank half the wine straight down, ignoring its hezt.

Kim was more deliberate. He settled himself in hisarmchair before speaking. "Marti, | understand that
three of your guards were injured in thisincident. | am so sorry."

"Thank you," said Marti. "That is kind of you."

Boras Sul came through the doors. "Terrible!" he exclaimed. " Shocking!" He sank into a chair.
"Ghastly!"

Marti said, "Boras, can you only say one word at atime?"
He gazed at her with an injured expression. "| -- "
"Because if you cannot speak in sentences, | beg you to be quiet.”

He flushed an unlovely red, and took the wine from Sorren's hands without seeing her. "Very sorry," he
said stiffly.

Kim said, "Our scribe is not here?"
"Shewill be," said Arre. "Patience is avirtue, Kim."

Sorren brought Arre her teain a cup with the red and blue fish. The fishtails swirled in the ceramic sea.
They reminded Arre of dancers. We are al dancers, she thought, especially Isak, who is not here tonight.
And Ron Ismenin. But thisis my house, and | will contrive this dance. She sipped the tea. Sorren had
dropped honey in it, and the sweet taste was soothing. The lamp flames flickered in their painted prisons
as the south wind rattled the window screens.

Azulith camein. In subdued silence, she seated herself at Arre'sleft, and set up her brushes and ink. Arre
waited until she had the first scroll in her lap.

"Councillors," she said, "l have something to declare. | wish to discuss the manufacture, smuggling, and
use of the short sword, the kyomos, by the Ismeninas.”

Kim Batto said, "Is that really the question before us? | beg to differ with you, Arre. | believe that the
event that brings us here tonight has less to do with the presence of short swords in the city than it does
with who keeps order in the city streets. It is clear to me that the Jalar soldiers failed badly in their
attempt to keep the riot from spreading. | think the smenin house deserves, not censure, but
commendation for having sent their soldiers so promptly to the aid of the Jalar guards.”

Kim Batto being pompous, Arre thought, would set even a ceramic fish's teeth on edge. She wondered if
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he had helped to plan the riot. She doubted it. She imagined Isak and Ron Ismenin together working out
the movements of the troops the way Isak arranged the steps of his dances.

Marti Hok said, "Kim, do you _really want to discuss order in the city?"
Kim twisted in his chair to face the old woman. "I don't know what you mean by that tone."

"Theriot started in the shipyards, Jalar territory. It spread to my district when the rioters fled from the
pikes of the Jalar guards. What prompted the Ismenin soldiers to cometo the ‘aid' of the Jalaras, as you
put it? Did they ask for help? | do not think so."

Kim Batto said angrily, "Perhaps they should have! | have no idea why the |smeninas were there when
they were needed, but | think it was lucky that they were."

Marti smoothed her sleeves. "'l doubt that luck had anything to do with it."

Boras Sul, with one of his rare flashes of intelligence, said, "How did they know there was going to be a
fight, en?"

Cha Minto was so pallid as to be amost white. He said, "Y ou think the |smeninas knew about the fight
before it happened?”’

Arresaid, "Cha, | think they planned it. But that should come as no surpriseto _you.

He shook his head; his hands trembled. "1 did not know," he stammered. "How could | know?"
Could he redlly have been so oblivious? thought Arre.

Marti Hok lost her temper. "Cha, don't be more of adolt than you are!" she said, "Who gave you those
words to say?' She mimicked him savagely. " Why would anyone do that? For power! You are near
forty and you cannot see the strongest motive of all at work? Arre, explain it to him."

Arresaid, "It _was_the swords that cleared the streets, yes. But the Ismeninas knew about the fight;
perhaps hired the people who began it. Kim, here, is the Ismenin voice on the Council." Kim started to
protest and she rode over him. "It isthe Ismenin wish to create a market in the city for the short sword.
Thisincident was staged, to make it ook asif the sword is needed to keep order in the city."

Kim said, sulkily, "You have no proof of any of that, Arre."
Marti said, "We have no proof of _your_involvement. But twelve of therioters are in the Hok
guardhouses, not the Ismenin guardhouses, and though the ones in the Ismenin guardhouses will no

doubt stay silent, the onesin my guardhouses will speak, or | do not know my Y ardmaster. Three Hok
guards were injured, as you pointed out, in the fight." She clutched her cane, as angry as Arre had ever
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seen her. "They _will_ speak."

Kim's manner lost some of its assurance. He gulped hiswine. "Since when is creating a market a crime,
Marti? If it is, then Arre Med must answer for the drunks and derelicts that haunt the wine shops, and we
must all claim responsibility for the heavenweed addicts.”

"Perhaps we must,” Arre said. "There were twenty-three people killed in Kendra-on-the-Delta today. If
people die to serve someone else's political ambition, then | believe that ambition to be a gross and evil
thing. At best, we must call it amistake. If we are no better than our ancestors who used the sword, then
we should go back to killing people by planning and fighting wars. War at least is an open evil." Her
voice shook, and she stopped speaking, astonished at her own passion. "l didn't know | was going to say
that,” she said.

Marti raised her wine mug in silent commendation. But Kim said, with fury. "Y ou are afine one to talk,
Arre Med. Your own Yard istraining in the kyomos."

"And how did you learn that?' murmured Arre. "From Ron Ismenin, or from the Tanjo?"'

Chasaid loudly, "What of the Tanjo?"'

"Nothing," said Kim coldly. "Arre was joking."

Arresaid, "Thereis nothing about thisthat | find funny, Kim. And you are quite wrong about the
absence of proof of my charges. Thereis proof. | can put my handson it." She stared hard at him. If you
fight me, Kim Batto, she thought, | will make public here and now your dealings with the Nuathan.
The message seemed to reach him; hislips tightened, and he stared hard into his cup.

Marti Hok said, "What isyour proposal, Arre?’

The room seemed to contract. Arre said, "I propose that this Council officially ban the making, import,
and use of the kyomos, the short sword, in Kendra-on-the-Delta. | further propose that the Ismenin
family be censured for having brought the sword into the city, and fined for the entire amount of the
damage done in today'sriot." Marti Hok nodded. "I also suggest that at the next meeting of the Council,
next month, we consider extending the Ban to the kyomos. Considering today's events, | feel sure that
the Tanjo will support it."

"| agree," said Marti.

"Sodol," said Boras. "Shocking."

Since three votes were all that were needed to pass Arre's resolution, neither Kim nor Cha spoke. Kim
looked shrunken, like a bladder with the air pricked from it.
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"I will ask you all to leave now," Arresaid. "I'mtired."

Azulith wasfirst to rise. She packed up her casesin silence, bowed to the Councillors, and shuffled from
the chamber. Kim stamped out without farewells. Boras mumbled something about the wine and left in
the care of his servant. Sorren brought Marti's cloak to her.

Marti said, "Arre, do you still think that this Council should treat with Tarn i Nuath Ryth as an equal ?
He is aman who delights in weaponry. We would have more blood in the streets.”

"That's exactly what we would not have," Arre said. "Tarn Ryth is open about his weapons." Cha Minto
was fumbling with the slits of his cloak like a man struck blind. Arre touched hisarm. "Cha. Will you
stay a moment?"

Hiseyeswere pits. "l -- | should go -- Arre -- you remember what | told you at the betrothal -- "

"Before Isak dragged you away? | remember. Do you remember what | said? Y ou should have cometo
me." Pity stirred in her for him; he looked so desperate. " Stay," she said gently. " Stay and we will talk."

She walked Marti to the litter. The horned moon sat over the ocean like a boat. Asthey reached the
foggy courtyard, the thoughts that had been burning in her since shefirst heard the toll of the dead burst
from her lips. "Marti -- did _we_make this happen, with our rumors and our plans? Suppose we had
left Ron Ismenin alone, might not the city be at peace tonight?"

Marti shook her head. "No." Behind her, the bells jangled as the litter-bearers rose to their feet. "No, my
dear, we did not make this happen. We did not bring swords into the city. What if this had taken place at
Festival, Arre?| think that was when it was planned for. More would be dead, and in the outcry of

horror it is possible that the | smeninas would be looked upon as saviors." She laid her cheek against
Arre'sfor amoment. "l think it isvery likely that in doing what we did, we saved some lives."

Chapter Eighteen

Arre listened to the diminishing sound of the bells. When she could hear them no longer, she walked
across the courtyard to where the gate guard stood, leaning on his pike. The scent of fallen kavafruit
blew toward her in the mist. Autumn is here, she thought. "Idrith," she said.

The guard came to attention. "My lady."

"The Y ardmaster said that you would know where sheis. Would you send for her, please?'

He pursed his mustached lip and whistled, atwo-note, piercing call. In amoment, the same call was
repeated, farther away. "That's the signal, my lady," he explained. " She'll come when she hearsit."
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"Thank you," said Arre. She went into the house. Sorren was standing in the hall. "What are you doing,
hanging about?"' said Arre. "Go to sleep.”

"ChaMinto is still here."

"I know that! Bring a pitcher of teato the parlor and then leave us. Do you think | cannot pour a cup of
tea? Who do you think served at the Council meetings when my mother was alive? | did, when they
were here."

"I know," Sorren said. "Y ou've told me."

"Go," Arresaid. "l can't make you, you're too big."

Sorren smiled. "I'm going." She walked toward the kitchen. Arre returned to the large parlor. Cha Minto
sat huddled in hisarmchair like alittle boy anticipating punishment. Arre brought the lamp from the
mantel and set it on the table between them. Sorren opened the door with her shoulder and came in with

atray. Sheput it on the table.

"Thank you," Arre said. "L eave the door open when you go out.” Sorren nodded, and put her fist to her
mouth to hide a yawn.

Arre poured the tea, watching the black |eaves swirl to the bottom. Cha Minto |eaned from the armchair
and took the nearest. "Marti was right, wasn't she?" he said. His face twisted. "I have been rather adolt.”

"A dupe," said Arre. She cocked her head, hearing footsteps. Like alarge shadow Paxe slipped through
the open door of the parlor. Soundless as a shadow, she went behind Cha's chair, and vanished. "For how
long has my brother been treating you asif you were his property, Cha?"

He rubbed his eyes. "Doesit ook like that?"

"Yes."

"It didn't start like that."

"When did it start?"'

"Around Midsummer Festival, | guess. | watched him dance. After the dance, | went up to him, just to
say -- you know, the things one says. How beautiful | thought it was. He -- he was charming to me.

Witty, complimentary -- how can | describe it?"

"You don't haveto,” Arre said dryly. "l know Isak. Go on."
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Something creaked in the big dark room; the wind on the screens, or Paxe, stretching in her
concealment. Arre tensed, but Cha did not seem to hear it. "He invited me to his house. | reciprocated.
We talked. It was pleasant."

"What did you talk about?"' said Arre.

"You, mostly. Not at first. But after awhile, the talk was all about you." He flushed. "l -- I'm sorry. But
| must say | believed most of it; that you were jeal ous of Isak's beauty and talents, that you gave him

only nominal responsibility, that you ran everything, even the grapefields, and that even though he was
your heir, you told him nothing of what was happening at the Council, nor asked his opinion or advice --

Arre drank, and watched the tea leaves settle again. "Some of that istrue," she said. "I don't invite Isak
to the Council, nor ask his opinion. | don't trust him. Asfor the grapefields -- he hates them. Hiswife
runs them. And | suppose | am jealous of his beauty. But | would not let that jeal ousy interfere with my
judgment.” | don't think | would, she amended privately. | hope | would not. " So you became friends."
"We became friends."

"Lovers?'

Cha shook his head. "No. Oh, | will admit it crossed my mind -- but no." He hunched forward in his
chair. Arre sipped her tea, savoring the sweet minty flavor.

"And then what happened,” she prompted.

"I lent him money," said Cha.

Arre's eyebrows lifted. "There is no reason for my brother to be short of money," she said.

"Hetold mealong story -- | won't repeat it. It had you at the center of it. It was not alot of money."
"How much?"

Chalooked wretched. "Four hundred largos," he said.

"I would call that alot of money," said Arre. "Guardian, Cha, one of my guards might earn half that in a
year! Wasit a personal |loan?"

"Yes. But Isak insisted we sign anote for it. | barely looked at it."

"And then what happened,” said Arre.
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"Then the Council meeting happened,” said Cha. He rubbed his eyes again. "Isak cameto visit me
beforehand. He started talking about a proposal to admit the Jalaras and Ismeninas to membership. | was
stunned that he knew about it. | told him | could not talk Council business with him -- and then | asked
him who had told him about the proposal. He said Ron Ismenin had. | said: Who would make it? He
laughed, and said: _| _would! | told him not to beridiculous, that | thought the Ismeninas were
irresponsible. He changed the subject, and started telling me all about the swords the |smeninas were
bringing into the city. When | expressed my horror, he said not to worry, that the Ban did not apply to
short swords. | asked him how he knew all this, and he said he had helped Ron Ismenin to plan it, and
had contributed part of the money to pay for the smuggling." The words, which had been flooding from
him, dammed suddenly.

"Yes," said Arre, "go on."

"| asked him -- | wasangry, outraged -- how he could afford to lend Ron Ismenin money when he had
just borrowed from me. He smiled, and took out the note, and made meread it. It said, _For the transport
of short swords to Kendra-on-the-Delta._ And there was my signature and seal at the bottom!" Cha's
voice broke.

"Drink your tea," murmured Arre. He gulped it back. She refilled the cup. "That must have been terrible
for you."

Cha's mouth twisted. "l don't deserve your sympathy, Arre. | would rather you named me the fool | was.
| didn't know what to do. | said no one would believe it. He pointed to my signature and said that
everyone would believe it. He said, moreover, that the smugglers as they were paid were being told it
was my money. | told him a Truthfinder would be able to tell what had happened, and he laughed, and
said that the Tanjo knew all about the smuggling, and that the White Clan had its own bets to place. He
made me believe that somehow he, or Ron Ismenin, had subverted the White Clan."

Arrelistened for some rustle of reaction from Paxe. She heard nothing. Her heart was beating like
Sorren's drum. She leaned back in her chair and sipped her tea, forcing herself to be still, to breathe, to
relax.

"S0 you made the proposal to the Council," she said.

"I did. And then, at the betrothal, | ssmply could not stand it anymore, and | tried to tell you -- "

"And Isak stopped you."

Chawhispered, "Perhaps | should not be my house's representative. | could give it up. Gwyneth could do
it."

Gwyneth was his sister and his heir. Arre thought, she would probably do no worse.
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But there was no guarantee she would do better. Arre made her voice sharp. " Self-pity will get you
nowhere, Cha. | see no reason why you should abdicate your position. Use your sense, man. Y ou were
trapped, but you are not trapped now. Y ou do not have to support the Ismeninas. If Kim should bring the
proposal up at the next Council -- " she paused -- "well, | doubt he will, but if he does, you can vote
against it, if that is what you want to do. And if Isak threatens to use your note against you, tell him you
will go to a Truthfinder, and don't let him scare you with what he says about the Tanjo."

"It was alie, then?' said Cha eagerly. "He sounded so certain.”

Arre took a deep breath. "No, it was not alie, exactly. The L'hel, and Senta-no-Jorith, his Truthfinder,
and maybe others of the White Clan, have known from the beginning about the smuggling. They tried to
use the presence of the swords to extort a membership in the Council -- the L'hel said to me, the Tanjo

would support the Council's extending the Ban to short swords if the Council admitted the White Clan to
membership. Kim Batto has been the link between the L'hel and the |smeninas; he sees them both."

"So that iswhat you meant," said Cha, "when you asked Kim if he had learned about the Med Y ard
training from the Tanjo."

"That iswhat | meant,” Arre said.

Her arms were knobby with cold bumps; the evening had grown chilly. Arre thought, | should have
asked Sorren to make afire before | sent her to bed. The waxing moon, riding the horizon, shoneits
silver beams into the chamber. Arre looked behind Cha's chair. Paxe's shadow lay long on the carpet.
Arretried to see her face but could not find it. She turned back to Cha.

"Go home, Cha," she said gently. "Go home, and don't worry. It will be resolved." The platitude made
her flinch. "Do you wish an escort? | will have one of my guards wak with you."

He shook his head. "I am not a child, to start at shadows," he said, and added wryly, "I make big
mistakes, when | make them. | see shadows and think they are the sun." Herose. "l should have cometo
you."

"I understand why you didn't," she said.

She walked him to the gate. The damp made her shiver. He walked through it, and then turned back to
say, "Why do you think Kim will not bring up the proposal a second time, Arre? Has he said so?"

"No," said Arre. "l just think he will not."

"There's something you will not tell me," said Cha. "Well, you're right not to tell me." He squared his
shoulders and walked off, and the mist swallowed him.

His disappearance gave Arre a sudden start of panic. Even his footsteps, muffled by the wet, could not
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be distinguished from the other night sounds. She turned to the guard. " Send someone after him."
"My lady?'

"He has no escort. Send someone after him, and tell them not to let themselves be seen. | want to be sure
he gets home safely, after what happened in the city today."

The guard pursed his lips, but he was not about to argue with her. He gave a three-toned whistle. In a
few moments, a hooded figure came up the hill. They talked; the figure nodded, and walked east, toward
the Minto district.

"Hani will follow him, my lady," said the guard. "Nothing'll bother him."
"Thank you." Shivering with the chill, she hurried inside.
Elith stood there. "Foolishness," she muttered, shutting the door. She started to lock it.

"Wait," said Arre. She hurried into the parlor. The moon shone directly through the window, silvering
the porcelain chobatas on the mantel, the brass tongs by the fireplace, the gray wood of the big carved
doors.... Arre went to the armchair Cha had vacated, expecting to see Paxe sitting in it. It was empty.

Elith stood in the doorway. "Who are you looking for?' she said. "There's no one here. I'll lock up.”

"Wait!" said Arre. Lifting the chobata on the table, she took it into the corner where she had last seen
Paxe's shadow. "Paxe?' she said.

But there was no onein the corner -- nor in the hall, nor, when she looked, in the kitchen. Paxe had
gone.

* * % *

The Tanjo dome shone in the dying moonlight. Paxe stood just outside the gate. The wind tugged her
hair like a peevish child, calling her to go indoors, it was cold out.... She did not feel the cold. The chill
moonlight fell across the country, from the choba groves of Shirasai to the western mountains. In Tor's
Rest, she thought, Tyre's grave lies bathed in moonlight. The granite flagstones of the Tanjo courtyard
glittered like water. What if she were a bird flying over Arun, what would she see? Towns and farms,
travelers huddled around guttering fires ... The wind tugged at her again, flapping her cloak, and she laid
her cheek against the gate's iron bars and whispered to it, "Go away."

A boot clicked on stone. "Is someone there?' The figure came nearer; it was aMed guard. "Y ardmaster,
let me open the gate."

"No," said Paxe, "I'm leaving." The guard stared after her; she glanced back to see hispale silly face like
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alittle moon in the darkness. | must sound very strange, she thought, or look very strange. Or both.

She walked south, to the mouth of the boot that was her district, and back around the Batto border. The
guards saluted her but did not speak. Maybe they were ghosts. She caught herself thinking it and told
herself not to be afool. She turned down the Street of Small Pears, and the next post she passed, she
hailed it. "How goes the night?’

"Quiet," said Nekko, atall dark woman who at twilight was sometimes mistaken for Paxe, and Paxe for
her.

She walked up Broad Row, the street between the Batto and Med districts. It extended almost the entire
length of the border. She walked to the Northwest Gate. The city wall sat solidly in the incantatory
moonlight; a small figure, dwarfed by the masonry about him, paced slowly up and back the gatehouse
wall. Theflickering light of abrazier illuminated his face amoment as he halted to warm his hands. He
turned his back on warmth and resumed walking. Outside the wall, a dog howled.

She rounded the toe of the boot. Passing a Minto guardpost she saw a lantern swinging from a moving
hand; Darin-no-Sara, the Minto Y ardmaster, was making _her_ night rounds, going north, toward the
Gate. Paxe stayed in the shadows until Darin passed her. She was walking slowly -- how long had it
been since she left Arre's parlor? An hour? The light had been growing increasingly dim. She glanced
over her shoulder but could not see the shape of the moon, only the glow shining on the horizon. It was
past midnight, then. Leaves rustled in the wind beneath her feet. The fog blew from the south and tore
itself to shreds against the Tanjo dome. A watcher standing on the docks in this weather would see a
wall of cloud reaching into nowhere, and no stars.

By dawn, she had gone five times around the district. At sunrise, she returned to the Y ard to exchange
her command. If she looked or sounded odd, Ivor chose not to remark upon it. The sun rose like a great
blind eagle out of its nest in the fog.

She was weary; she wanted to go home, and sleep. But she couldn't, not yet; she had an errand to do. She
crossed the Minto district (past Three Fountain Street, where Vanes the merchant stayed when she was
in the city) into Ismenin territory.

There were no signs here of the carnage of the day before. All was peaceful. The fisherfolk stood by the
river, watching their lines; barges piled with grain sacks sat at their moorings, tugged by the current and
the great river's tide. Smoke and cooking odors streamed from the houses as the people of the district
woke to go about their business, and the smell of roasting nuts began to steal through the alleys. The
Ismenin Y ard was filled with people; behind the tall red fence, Paxe heard them shouting an exercise
count ("One -- two; one -- two!") A woman in Asech robes strode west with a net of snails over her
shoulder; snails, Paxe remembered, were an Asech delicacy.

She did not bother to stop at the gate. She went around the Y ard to Dobrin's cottage. The curtains were
drawn (she had expected that) but the door, unexpectedly, was wide open, and all the mats lay in the dirt
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in front of the cottage.

It was the custom in the Galbareth, when someone died, for the mats to be picked up and the houses all
through the village to be swept and cleaned ... Dobrin came from the Galbareth.... Snail-like, the
thoughts crept into Paxe's mind. She gasped, as if someone had struck her from behind, and then started
to run.

She skidded into Dobrin's cottage without taking her boots off. The table stood on end; the statue of the
Guardian lay on its side, and the petaled branches lay ground into the floorboards. The room was not
empty. Gavrienna, the watch second, stood in the middle of the chamber. There were tears on her cheeks.

She said, "He said you would come. Here." She held something out; aletter. Paxe took it.

"Ishe dead?' she said.

Gavrienna shook her head. "Gone. The letter will tell you." She walked outside. Paxe opened the | etter.
_Paxe _, itread. _You wereright. | waswrong. | have done my duty to the house | served, and now | am
leaving. | shall go into the Galbareth, and be afarmer, and lay my weapons aside. | have asked

Gavriennato take my place as Y ardmaster; please help her, if you can bring yourself to do so. She was
innocent of the Ismenin intentions, as | was. Farewell, friend. Dobrin._

* % % %

Arre sat in her workroom.

She had not slept well that night. By the time Sorren brought the hot wash water to her bedroom, she
was awake, sitting on her bed. Now she was trying, not very successfully, to read the plans the surveyors
had sent her by courier that morning -- asif she did not have more important things to think about! She
tossed the scrolls from her; they landed on the floor and curled like leaves. Lalith, entering with a bowl
of fish cakes, regarded them with trepidation, asif the papers had teeth.

"Lady, do you want me to pick those up?' she said.

"No. Leave them." Lalith shrugged, handed her the bowl, and Ieft. Arre nibbled a fish cake and scowled
at the floor. She wanted to talk to Paxe -- not that she had anything to say, what could she say? -- just
to be sure that she was all right.

Sorren tapped on the doorjamb.

"Comein," said Arre. "Pick up those scrolls for me, please.”

Sorren scooped the scrolls up and put them on the table. "I'm going shopping,” she said.
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Arre gestured toward the chest. "Y ou know where the money strings are. Help yourself."

Sorren went to the chest. Lifting a string out, she closed the lid and stood by the chest, running the string
through her fingers. The bontas clinked.

"Have you seen Paxe this morning?' Arre asked. The girl shook her head. There were dark circles under
her eyes; they showed up like bruises on her pale complexion. She didn't sleep well, either, Arre thought.
None of us did.

"Where are you going to shop?' she asked.

"Where | usually shop," said the girl. "The river markets."

"Hok district. Good. | want you to take a good look and tell me how extensive the damageis. You can
go to the Isaraand Jalar districts, too."

Sorren nodded. She moistened her lips. "Could the witches have stopped the fight yesterday?' she said.

"I don't see how," Arre said. "Short of throwing themselvesin front of the rioters, and that might not
have worked."

"What if they had known about it beforehand?

"Then | suppose they could have said something -- but how could they have known about it beforehand
if it did not happen?' Arre remembered the story the L'hel had told her in the Tanjo, of the various
futures the Tanjo seers had seen. She wondered if this was one of them. "I don't know, child. Y ou could
go and ask them," she added, gently, so that Sorren would not feel her fear was being made fun of.

Sorren ssimply nodded. Sliding the money bracelet over her arm, she left the chamber. "Don't forget to
order sweet berries!" Arre called after her. Lifting the scrolls from the table, she unrolled them across
her knees. They were not too bad.

Lalith spoke from the doorway. "L ady, the Y ardmaster is here and would like to see you."

Arre started, and the plans dlid to the floor. "Tell her to come in, and pick those up, please." Lalith
looked at her as if she were mad, and put the papers on the table. She went to the hall; Arre heard
murmured words, and then Paxe's firm step. She came into the room with both hands wedged into her
pockets. Arre tilted her head to look at her. She looked tired, and her boots were caked with mud.
"Wasit aquiet night?' Arre said.

Paxe nodded. "Dobrin's gone. He left me a letter."
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"The Ismenin Y ardmaster? What do you mean, gone?"

"He's gone back to the Galbareth to be afarmer. Gavrienna-no-Nusuth is the new Ismenin Y ardmaster."”
Her voice was bleak with grief. Arre hunted frantically for words.

"What awaste," she said.
Paxe nodded. "I met Sorren on the way here; she said you asked for me."

"Of course | asked for you!" Arre said. She held out her hand. "After last night -- Paxe, please sit
down."

Paxe shook her head. "No. | want to sleep.”

Arresighed. "I wish | could comfort you," she said sadly. Where had her skill in words gone? She
rubbed her eyes. "Y ou know," she said slowly, feeling her way like a sailor walking a spar, "you know |
do not believe in the chea. But if it exists, if there isindeed some great harmony to which we all dance
-- its existence does not depend on the honor, or lack of it, of the White Clan."

Paxe did not respond at once. But after awhile, she said, "Yes. You areright." Suddenly, she stepped
beside the chair, and, bending, laid her cheek against Arre's. "Arre -- _why_did you wait all thistime
to tell me about the L'hel's treachery?"

Arre said steadily, "Because | am acoward, Paxe. | did try once, yesterday, but you thought | wanted to
say something else, and | couldn't, | _couldn't _ speak. Fault me for it, if you will."

"I do, alittle," whispered Paxein her ear. "But | am equally to blame, for not listening." She straightened
and went from the room before Arre could call her. Arrelifted her hand to her cheek. She did not know
iIf she had said the right thing or the wrong thing. After a point, she told herself, the words do not matter.
What mattersisthe trust. Her scomach rumbled, wanting cream and berries and honey.

She could not think about the plans. Rising, she went down the hall to the kitchen and into the rear
courtyard. The trees arched overhead, leafy and full. Little sour apples dangled from the branches, but
Arre was not tall enough to reach them, and besides, they tasted terrible. She walked into the garden.

The flowers stood like pikes, orderly. The last bees of summer buzzed at the dry blossoms. She bent,
passing her hand over the grass; the texture was drier. The year was ending. Soon the rain would beat the
leaves from the trees and the scentless heads from the flower stalks, and the city would celebrate. She
Imagined the L'hel raising hisfine, strong voice to thank the Guardian for the year's bounty....

Her fists clenched. Had he known Ron Ismenin's plan?

She paced along the flower beds. There was no way she could touch him; the Council had no authority
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over the White Clan. But she could insure that he did not get what he wanted: a Truthfinder on the
Council. And Isak? she thought. What do | do about |sak?

Maybe, she thought, maybe it is my fault that heiswhat heis, aliar, and irresponsible. | have not treated
him asmy heir. | attended Council meetings when | was seventeen; maybe | should do for him what
my mother did for me, let him be present, if only to listen. Maybe because | do not trust him, he does
what he does. Were | to invite him to the Council, ask his advice, give him the power he so desperately
desires, might he not grow, and change?

| should give him ataste of what | do daily; let him govern the district for amonth or two. He would
find there's nothing exciting in sewers and petty theft and ditch digging.

Andyou, Arre Med -- where would you go? she thought. To the vineyards, to keep company with
Myra? Y ou would be bored to tears by three days in the vineyards.

Where, then?

It came to her; she grinned. Walking briskly through the courtyard, she halted in the kitchen to ask
Lalith to bring her a dish of water, before going on to her workroom.

She knew where she could go. Had she not been invited? She laid her writing materials out on the table,
and, dipping brushin ink, wrote: _From the Lady Arre Med, Kendra-on-the-Delta, to the Lord Tarn i
Nuath Ryth, Greetings...._

* * % *

Sorren went to market.

Walking through the avenuesin the Hok district, she saw the scars of destruction left by the riot:
smashed screens, broken glass, and the less overt effects. the sad-faced men and women, the guards
angry mutters. Thrice she passed houses in which the curtains were down and the windows back. She
could hear weeping through the wide open doors. In places the streets were wet, where the sweepers had
scrubbed blood from the stones.

In one tangled garden, three children were playing. One of them had a stick and was chopping at the
otherswith it, asif it were a sword. Sorren wanted to scream at them, to tell them that swords were not
toys -- but then a man came out of the cottage's rear door and saw them, and started shouting. She went
to the fishmonger's. Thule was there, his red face redder than usual. He took her fish order listlessly.
"What's wrong?"' she asked.

" Soketh was caught in theriot,” he said. Soketh was Mirrim's husband. "The Healer at the Tanjo says he
may lose an arm."
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Going back to the hill past the Tanjo, she saw the families of those who had been hurt patiently waiting
to hear when mother or father or uncle would be coming back. The question she had asked Arre thudded
through her head. Surely, she thought, surely the witches would have found away to halt theriot, if they
had known.

Y ou might have known, whispered avoice in her head. The Cards might have told you, had you been
able to read them.

But | don't know how to read them, she answered.
The witchfolk could have told you. Y ou should have brought them the Cards, weeks ago.
They would have taken the Cards away.

Y ou don't know that. Perhaps they would have taught you how to use them. Y ou, Sorren of the fields,
might have been the key to the Tanjo's knowledge of the future. But they did not know about theriot to
stop it, and now twenty-three people are dead, and Mirrim's husband may lose an arm.

"No!" she said, aloud. A few people turned to gaze at her, and then looked away. It isn't my fault, she
stormed silently. Y ou cannot say it's my fault.

But the nagging voice would not stay silent as she returned to the hill.

She went into the house. Arre was writing. The statue of the Guardian in the hallway caught her eye, and
she went to it. The black vase on the table beneath it held white and purple blossoms: garden-lace, and
autumn roses.

She stared at the carved face. Are you speaking to me? she thought. She waited for it to answer. But the
eyes did not look at her, beneath graven lids, and the stone lips did not open.

At last, she went upstairs and got the Cards from under her pillow. These are mine, she thought. The
witches cannot have them; they are mine, my inheritance. That was Arre's word. My mother gave them
to me, and hersto her, and hersto her.... She imagined aline of women, some tall, some short, some fair,
some dark, passing the Cards on to daughters and sons. She wondered how far back the line went. She
gripped the box so strongly that the edges hurt her hand. Perhaps it was the ghosts of those women who
spoke to her now. If you cannot use the Cards, you should not have them, said the interior voice. You
have no right to them. Y ou must either give them up or learn to use them.

Step by reluctant step, she walked out of the house toward the Tanjo.
The guard on duty at the Tanjo gate did not even question her. "That way," he said, pointing to the

attentive throng. Walking across the white pavement to where the acolytes stood, keeping people back,
she reminded herself of what Marti Hok had said, that the witches could not force her to do anything she
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did not want to do. She whispered excuses to the others as she pushed through the crowd. An acolyte
with skin so dark it looked painted thrust a hand out to keep her from going any further.

"Name of the person,” he said.

"What?"'

"Name of the person you want to inquire about."

"I don't want to inquire about anyone," Sorren said. "A Truthfinder told me to come and see her."
"Really?' he drawled. "Which one?"

"I don't know her name. She has long black hair and a beautiful voice."

His eyebrows climbed his forehead. "What would the L'hel's Truthfinder want with you?"

His disbelief made her temper flare. "Why don't you go and ask her?’

He snorted. "Fine fool 1'd be. She's Healing."

"You'll look aworsefool if you don't let mein," Sorren said. "Tell her that Sorren of Arre Med's house
has come." She turned so that he could see the bonding bracelet on her left arm. "Or do you think she
won't mind if she finds out that you've been keeping me waiting?'

He scratched his chin. "Wait," he said gruffly. "I'll be back." Robe flapping around hislegs, he went
toward the dome. Sorren cradled the box in her arms. Her throat was dry. The people near her stared,

and some whispered. Sooner than she had expected, the acolyte was back. He beckoned to her. "Come."

"How come she getsto go in?" called a stout woman with atattered straw hat on her head. "I been
waiting since sunup."

The acolyte answered. "A lehi wants her."

She followed him, expecting to have to walk through the Tanjo. She had been in it only three times, and
the thought of going inside the dark, incense-scented place made her shiver. But the acolyte steered her

around the outside of the building. They went in adoor, crossed a blue-tiled hall, and came out inside a
garden. "These are the apartments,” he explained. "All the witches, even the L'hel, live here."

The garden was lovely, with high banks of flowers and a shallow pool in which Sorren saw red fish

swimming back and forth. A pink granite bench stood below the flower beds. She held the box, and
waited. A door opened in the side of the building, and the Truthfinder came out.
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The acolyte bowed low. Sorren bowed, too.

"Thank you, Jomi," the witch said, her voice melodic and seductive. "Y ou may go."

The acolyte left. The Truthfinder sat on the bench. "So you came at last," she said. "I have been hoping
you would conquer your fears enough to come to me. | asked Arre Med to send you, but evidently she
chose not to. Y our nameis Sorren, | know. Do you know mine? It is Senta. Senta-no-Jorith." She tilted
her head to one side. "What brings you here today, child?"

Sorren licked her lips. How to explain the internal turmoil that had driven her here? She held out the
box. "I had to," she said. "I had to bring you these. Marti Hok said you would teach me to use them."

"So," Senta said, "you have spoken of me to Marti Hok?' She did not sound displeased. She took the
box in both hands. Sorren waited for her to open it, but she did not. "How is the Med house, child, in the
aftermath of these sad events?"

Sorren guessed that she meant: How is Arre Med? "Angry," she said.

Senta grimaced. " She should be. Ron Ismenin isafool. Has the Council met already?' Sorren nodded.
"Don't worry, | won't ask you what was said." She opened the box and turned over the first Card, the
Dancer. "Oh, my." Gently shelaid that Card on her lap and took out the second and the third.... "Where
did you get these?'

Sorren said, "They belonged to my mother, Kite. She left them to me."

"They are beautiful," said the Truthfinder. "They are for seeing the future, are they not? One lays them
Into a pattern?' She swept her hand in ahalf circle.

"| think so," Sorren said.

Senta nodded firmly. Her hair dipped over her face. It was glossy as araven'swing. "l wonder what this
means. Sorren -- " she looked up -- "you know you are awitch, do you not? That afternoon we met
beside the well, when | walked with Kim Batto, | touched you, and you felt it. Was that why you ran
away?'

Sorren nodded. Her heart was pounding in her chest and throat.

"How old are you?' the witch said.

"Seventeen. I'll be eighteen in the spring."

"How old were you when your mother died?"
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“Thirteen."

"And when did you first feel the gift in you?"

"The day | came back to the city from my mother's burial," Sorren said.

"Was your mother awitch?"

"l don't know," Sorren said.

"Did you ever see her use the Cards?"'

Sorren shook her head. "No."

Sentasaid, "Let metell you right away, Sorren-no-Kite, that | cannot help you learn your witch-gift.
You are not an inspeaker -- what you call a Truthfinder. You are, | think, afar-traveler. Tell me, do you
ever have visions, or vivid dreams, of places you have never seen?'

Sorren said, "Yes. | see aKeep in the north, named Tornor. | want to go there, after | am free."

Sentalooked pleased. "Then you have aready explored your gift! Why did you not come to the Tanjo
before?'

Sorren said, "I don't want to be awitch."

"It is not athing you make a choice about," said the Truthfinder. "Any more than you can choose not to
betall." She stroked her white gown. "But | assure you, it is not so bad."

Marti Hok had said they could not keep her. "l want to go north."

"North, east, west -- who would stop you? Go where you choose."

"But -- if | am awitch, mustn't | stay here?"

"In the Tanjo? In Kendra-on-the-Delta? Sorren, you will do what you wish with your gift. | would hope
that, once you learn it, you will stay here, or, since you wish to go north, perhaps go to the Tanjo in
Tezera. But that's up to you."

Sorren swallowed. "Promise," she said, knowing it was childish but needing to hear it said.

Instantly, Sentasaid, "l swear by the chea that whether you learn your gift or no, you may do what you
like, where you like." She brushed her hair back from her face, smiling. "Are you satisfied?"
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Sorren nodded. She was still frightened, but |ess.

Senta said meditatively, "l was a fisherwoman's daughter when | began to hear other peoplée's thoughts
with my mind. | was terrified. No onein my family was awitch, | thought. | finally told my mother and
she, clever woman, brought me to the Tanjo. Once ayear, | go back to my village on the coast and go
fishing with the folk of my family, so that | will not forget what the day-to-day life of my sisters and
brothersislike.... Sometimes | missit." She half turned on the bench, looking toward adoor. In a
moment, it opened, and a man came out. He was brown and small, like an acrobat. "ThisisRinti," said
Senta. "Heis afar-traveler."

Rinti wore bright blue beads in a chain around his neck, and he bounced when he walked. He rubbed his
hands together in away that Sorren found unpleasant. "What's this, what's this?' he said.

"Thisis Sorren," said Senta, "who may be one of us. She is bondservant to Arre Med, and | think sheisa
far-traveler."

"Ho." Rinti grinned. His teeth were big, and very crooked. "Really. Do you see places, girl?'
Sorren was getting tired of being called "girl." She said tightly, "My name_is Sorren."

Rinti stared at her, and then laughed. "I beg your pardon.” He sat unceremoniously on the grass. He
smelled of garlic. "Sorren. Do you see places?’

"Sometimes."
"Tell me about them."

"| seethe steppe -- sometimesit's green, and sometimes brown, and sometimes covered with snow -- |
see the mountains -- "

"What do they look like?' said Rinti.

"Gray. lcy. There are trails through them. Goats live in the crags. The streams are very cold...."
"Go on," said Rinti. "What else do you see?’

"The castle."

"What doesit look like?"

"It changes,” Sorren said. "Sometimes it looks very old and broken, and sometimes new."

"Do you see people?!

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20krui ...200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20The%20Northern%20Girl.txt (269 of 388)23-2-2006 22:32:15



file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry %20k rui swijk/Mijn%20d...9%620Chroni ¢l es%200f%20T ornor%2003%20-%20T he%20N orthern%20Girl .txt

"Not often. | saw a man with one arm writing in the tower. | saw acheari." That was different, but she
did not feel like going into detail. The questions were making her uncomfortable.

"How do you get there?" said Rinti.

"I just do. In dreams, or when | am awake."

Rinti frowned. "Y ou don't need to touch an object to go there?"

"No. Once -- " she was thinking of the sword -- "I did. But | didn't go to the castle that time."
"When you travel, are the seasons you see the same as the present season?"

Sentasaid, "Infall, do you see the castle in fal, and so on?"

" Sometimes, sometimes not."

Rinti nodded. "Go now," he said.

Sorren didn't understand. Was he telling her to leave? She looked at Senta. The Truthfinder said, "He
wants you to travel, Sorren, so that he may link with you and follow you. Can you take your mind to
Tornor when there are other people about?"

"] don't know," Sorren said. "I've never tried."

“Try," said Rinti. "Here." He swept the box of Cards from Senta's |ap and deposited it in Sorren's. "Do it
now."

His brusqueness offended her; she wanted to balk, like a stubborn mule. But Senta nodded at her,
encouragingly. "Go ahead," she said, aloud, and then her voice said, in Sorren's mind, _Do you till
distrust us, Sorren? Mind to mind cannot lie. Y ou are one of us; in no way would we trap you or trick
you or hurt you.  The soft words held the unmistakable ring of truth. Sorren laid her hands on the box,
and thought of Tornor, the castle walls like armor against the gray northern sky....

_The garden dissolved. She hovered over abed. In it awoman lay; her hair was white as milk, with
streaks through it of adarker color which showed that it had once been gold. On each side of the bed
another woman sat: one was young, with amber hair; the second woman's face was hidden from Sorren's
eyes, but her hair too was white, and her hands were gnarled and old. The younger woman was weeping,
and the woman in the bed patted her hand. Then shetried to pull aring from her finger, but her joints
were so swollen she could not take it off. Suddenly, Sorren saw that there was a fourth person in the
room, aman. His hair was tawny, streaked with silver, and his face was lined like an autumn leaf.
Gently he reached forward to help the woman in the bed take the ring off....
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"Sorren!" For amoment, Sorren could not tell if the voice was coming from inside or outside the dream.
"Sorren!"

The vision vanished.
She blinked. She looked at Senta. "l went," she said.
"What did you see?" said the witch.

"A woman in a bed, and two other women, and aman -- "' She described the vision slowly. Sentalooked
at Rinti, who was twisting his beads in both hands.

"What's the matter?' she asked. He scowled ferociously.

"Don't know. | tried to link and follow her, but it was like running into awall. The link severed. She was
gone -- but damned if | know _where it was."

"I told you," said Sorren. "It's Tornor Keep."

“Try again,” said Senta. "Try somewhere else. Give her your beads."

"What?' Rinti covered the beads protectively with one hand.

"Rinti, let her hold the beads," said Senta. " She can use them to travel."

Rinti played with the catch of the beads. "I won't hurt them," said Sorren. He let her hold them with
some reluctance. She wondered if they would really take her somewhere. The sword had -- why not
little blue stones? She ran her fingers over them lightly, and closed her eyes.

..._Shewasin afield. The corn was all around her, towering over her head. She lifted from it, Sorren-the-
bird, and found herself looking down on a great rolling plain, covered with gold. Below her was atiny
house with awhite roof, and awindmill beside it. The mill turned lazily in the sunlight. In one corner of
the sky, the crescent moon floated like awraith. Suddenly, alittle boy ran from the house, running into
the corn asif ademon were chasing him, only he looked glad, not afraid. She swooped lower, to try to
see what he was so happy about, and the corn and house and boy went away...._

She blinked. "I'm back," she said.

Rinti sslammed his hands on the grass. "Damn. It happened again." He took the beads back. "Where did
you go? Describeit."

"It was afarm. There was corn al around. | saw aboy -- " She described him, his clothes, his hair.
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Midway through the description Rinti held up a hand.
"Stop," he said. Hisvoice was hoarse. "'l don't know how you did that -- but that was me you saw."
"What?' said Senta. "Areyou -- "
"Sure? I'm sure. | remember the day. | was running because my mother had just told me we were going
to Shanan to see my father. | ran and ran until | fell down. | was wearing the beads. Guardian, Senta, no
wonder | can't follow her! The girl isn't far-traveling, she's _seeing._ But she's not seeing the future,
she's seeing the past. It isn't | who should be here, it's Tukath!™
A red bird flew down from the Tanjo dome and came to rest on Senta's shoulder. "Not now, Leeka," she
said. With amournful toot, the bird flew away. "l have never heard of such athing,” she said. "A far-
traveler who travelsto the past.”
"Sheisn't afar-traveler. If she were, | would be able to go with her. She's a seer.”
Sorren scowled. She hated being talked about. Senta said, "Sorren, forgive us. But you are -- or rather,
your giftis -- like nothing we've encountered before. Have you ever had the feeling that you knew what
was going to happen, and had it come true?"
"No," said Sorren.
"No premonitions of pleasure or disaster?"
n NO_"
"Definitely we should ask Tukath if he has ever heard of this." Sentarose.

Rinti scrambled up from the grass. "Come on," he said.

Sorren folded her arms. "Where are we going?' She was not an acolyte and she was not going to be
pushed and prodded and taken places. "Who is Tukath?"

Sentasaid, "Tukath-no-Amani is our seer, and very wise. If you are a seer, he will know it. Will you
come meet him?' She held out her hands. "Y ou are free to leave anytime, Sorren. But if you wish to
learn to use your Cards, you should stay."

Chapter Nineteen

Tukath-no-Amani lived in aroom in the back of the Tanjo. The blue-tiled hall was clean and quiet and
reminded Sorren alittle of the Ismenin house. She could not imagine feeling at home there but she was
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no longer frightened; mostly, she was curious, wondering how many people lived there. She had no idea
how many witches there were in Kendra-on-the-Delta.

The halls smelled of some faint scent she could not place. Senta strode on ahead of her, while Rinti
jogged beside. "How old are you?' he said.

"Seventeen.”

"How long have you lived in the city?"

"Seven years."

"Did the gift come to you about the time your blood-time started?"

Sorren looked down at him, astonished. She had thought only women talked about the blood-time. "Y es.”
"Why didn't you come here sooner, then!" he almost shouted at her.

Sentaturned, long hair flying like ablack cloud. "Rinti, let the girl alone. Her reasons are her own
affair."

Rinti scowled at the rebuke. Sorren said, "What difference would it make?'

His brow furrowed. "What do you mean, what difference? Y ou have a gift none of us has ever seen
before. Y ou see into the past. Think how valuable such a gift would be, developed. Y ou could go back
through the history of Arun, tell uswhat _really happened, show us the mysteries we do not know.
From you we could learn how the first Teacher died. No record of it was ever made."

"Who was he, and what did he teach?" asked Sorren.

"He built the first Tanjo in Elath," said Rinti reverentially, "and his name was Sefer. Y ou could see the
old wars, see how they happened, so that we can be certain to avoid them. Y ou could see your family;
would you like that?'

Sorren swallowed. "Could | see the Red Clan?"

"Certainly. Why would you want to?"

"I -- just want to know where they went."

"They died, my dear," said Rinti. His sandals, which were loose, flapped on the tiles. "They died."

"Hereis Tukath's room," said Senta. She dlid the door back, and gestured to Sorren. "Go on, Sorren. Go
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in."
Sorren went in. The room was screen on al four sides. As Sorren entered, a white cat which was
sprawled on the tiled floor leaped up and stalked under atable. A man at the table looked up and smiled.
He wore the white robe with the hood; beneath it his hair showed silver-black. On the table in front of

him lay a piece of clear glass, curved in astrange way, and several jars, and some pieces of fine cloth.
He looked at Senta and moved hisfingersin asignal.

"Tukath is deaf," said Senta, in her wonderful voice. "He has been deaf from childhood. He knows how
to speak but because the sounds he makes are so unpleasant, he prefers not to. He has developed asign
language which we here in the Tanjo know and use. With me he can speak directly, since | can hear his
thoughts in my head, and he minein his, but for you | must trandate. If you can, imagine that he can
hear you, and speak to him asif he could. | will tell him what you are saying and he will speak to me."

Sorren looked at the table and the glass. "What are you doing?' she said.

Tukath beamed. He picked up the glass and showed her that both of its sides were curved. Senta said
softly, "This glass can make small things appear large. Tukath has made it and is polishing it so that the
Image is as perfect asit can be."

"What kinds of small things?' said Sorren.

The inventor beckoned her to look. He held the lens against something on the table. Sorren bent down.
At first, she could not see anything, but as Tukath moved the lens slowly up and down, a blur appeared
to her vision, sharpened -- she caught hiswrist to hold it steady. Now she could see the thing clearly: it
was milky-white, with a great curved tip like a monstrous horn. "What isit?" she said, awed.

Tukath took the lens away and beckoned her to look. She could not even see what she had been staring
at. He laughed without sound, and, picking up something, held it close to her eye. It was a piece of the
sheath around a cat's claw.

"Tukath wants to know if you have ever looked at stones underwater, and then lifted them through to the
air and found them to be smaller than they seemed.”

|IY%.|I

"The glass works in the same way. The surface of the water is curved, too, just alittle, enough to distort
what we see."

Rinti said, "Thisisamarvel but it gets us no closer to what we need to know. Tukath, listen to what this
girl does. She sees backward! Senta thought she was a far-traveler but | have tried to follow her and
absolutely can't, it's like trying to see through fog. I'm sure she's not a far-traveler because she doesn't
use alink, shejust goes. Go with her and seeif I'm right.”
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Tukath looked at Sorren with question in his eyes.

"Tukath wants to know if you are too tired to try one more time."

“I'm not tired at all," said Sorren.

"There's another thing," muttered Rinti. "Why isn't she tired? She ought to be alittle tired."
"Tukath says heisready to link with you whenever you are ready to go."

"All right," Sorren said. "Shall | hold something?’

"No," said Rinti. "Do it without. If you can do it without you are not far-traveling.”

Sorren stared at the lens.... _The chamber went away. She hovered over a stream. A little boy knelt
beside the stream, his small face intent. He was looking at something. Sorren went lower to see what it
was. It was aleaf, with adrop of water on it. He was looking at the veins of the |leaf through the water
drop. H