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PART ONE

1 - Carrick V

A ramshackle collection of white plastic and steel buildings stood at the
edge of the concrete landing strip. Beyond the trade station grey rocks
stretched out to a startling blue sea. A fine dust sifted down.

I walked away from the ship's ramp and stood on the hot concrete, the
pale sun burning down on my head. The light off the sea was harshly
brilliant, dazzling; Carrick's Star is nearer white than Earth-standard yellow.

Behind me there was the bustle of the shuttle-ship unloading. I was the
only passenger disembarking on Carrick V. On the FTL starship, now in
orbit, I'd been busy with hypno-tapes of the languages and customs of the
world. Orthe was the native name, or so the first expedition reported.
Orthe, fifth world of Carrick's Star, a sun on the edge of the galaxy's heart.

I shouldered my packs and went across to the station. Shadows on
Earth are grey. At their darkest they have a tinge of blue. Orthe's shadows
are black and so sharp-edged that they fool the eye; while I walked I had
to stop myself avoiding shadow-holes in the concrete.

A moss-like plant clung to the rocky soil, and from its dense blue clusters
sprang small crimson flowers on waist-high stems. A hot wind blew off the
water. There were whitecaps. The arch of the sky was cloudless, the
horizon amber-hazed.

Pin-pricks of white light starred the sky.

I took a deep breath and stood still. The mark of a world on the edge of
the core of the galaxy, these were Orthe's daystars. For a second
everything—sea, wind, rock, sunlight— stood out shockingly alien.

A man walked out of the trade station, waved a careless hand, and
headed towards me. He wore shirt, britches, high boots—and a sword
belted at his hip. He was not human. An Orthean.

"Your pardon, t'an, you are the envoy?"
I recognized the speech of Ymir.



"Ah—yes." I realized I was staring. "Pleased to meet you."

For my part, I prefer aliens that look alien. Then when they ritually eat
their first-born, or turn arthropod halfway through their life-cycle, it isn't so
much of a shock. You expect it. Humanoid aliens, they're trouble.

"And so am I pleased to meet with you." He bowed slightly. The speech
inflection was formal. "I am Sadri Geren Hanathra of Ymir."

His papers authorized him as escort for the Dominion envoy: they were
made out and signed by the head of the xeno-team, and countersigned by
someone I took to be an Orthean official: one Talmar Haltern n'ri n'suth
Beth'ru-elen. Like everything else on this mission, it had the air of being a
haphazard arrangement.

"Lynne de Lisle Christie." It being customary to give country of origin, I
added "Of the British Isles, and the Dominion of Earth."

He stood well under six feet, about my height. His yellow hair was short,
the hairline somewhat higher than I expected. As he glanced back, I saw
that it was rooted down his neck, vanishing under his collar. Either the
custom was to go clean-shaven or the Ortheans had little body-hair. There
was none of that fine down that marks a human skin; his—as he held up
his hand in greeting—I saw to be smooth, slick-looking, with almost a hint
of a scale-pattern.

He was young, with a cheerfully open expression, but with the air of a
man accustomed to lead rather than follow.

"Christie. Not a Southland name—but of course not." He gestured.
"Come this way, I've a ship waiting off North Point."

Drawn up on the rocky shore was a dinghy, attended by two Orthean
natives. The older one took my packs and stored them at the prow. Geren
scrambled in and sat at the stern. I followed, less agile. No one offered
help. The two Orthean males pushed us offshore, climbed in, and began
rowing.

"There is my ship," Geren turned to me, pointing. "The Hanathra,
named for my telestre. A good vessel, but not as fartravelled as yours, I
think."

A telestre was something between estate and family and commune, I
thought. I wasn't sure of the details. Hypno-tapes always give you that
feeling at first: that what you're hearing is never exactly what the other
person is saying, and that you can never find the right words yourself. It
wears off with use.

A sailing ship lay anchored offshore, the kind of craft the Ortheans call



jath. It was no larger than a galleon, though not square-rigged: triangular
lateen sails gave it the rakish look of a clipper.

"Have we far to go?" I asked.

"A week's journey, perhaps, if the wind favours. More if not. We're
bound for Tathcaer, for the court there." Geren's smile faded. "You must
realize, t'an, you'll be the centre of some attention. You should beware
intrigue.”

The word he used was not precisely intrigue, or conspiracy, or politics; it
is an untranslatable expression that includes the Orthean term for
challenges and games.

"Thank you for warning me. It's kind."

"If I mean what I say?" He laughed. "I do. I've no love for the court. I'd
sooner sail the Hanathra. But don't believe me just because I say so. Take
no one at their word."

It was a taste of that same intrigue. I was certain he did it deliberately
and I liked him for it, but it emphasized how much of an unknown quality
Carrick V was, and what a series of locked doors I would have to open.

Coming out from the shelter of the point, the dinghy began to rock. The
water was clear: the pale green of spring leaves. A fan of spray went up,
polychromatic in the white sunlight. We crawled through the troughs of
the waves toward the ship.

There was a pause while they tossed a rope-ladder down the hull, then
Geren went up it like an acrobat. I looked at the wet, dark timber, and the
rushing gap between the ship and the rocking dinghy. The rope-ladder
jounced from the rail, rungs rattling against the hull.

The boat rose on a wave crest and I grabbed at the ladder and went up
it, swinging dizzily, missing my footing and barking my knuckles. Acres of
canvas gleamed and swung overhead. Feeling sick, I got two hands to the
rail and heaved myself onto the deck.

A barefoot Orthean woman in shirt and britches leaned over the rail,
neatly caught my packs and set them on deck. She and another woman
swung out davits, the two men came up the rope-ladder as if it were a
staircase, and all four of them began hauling the ship's boat onboard.

The distant island rose and fell gently. I had a last sight of the starship's
shuttle towering over the trade station.

"This way!" Another woman shouted and beckoned.
I followed. The deck was crowded with men and women furiously



working; I kept dodging out of one person's way only to find myself in
someone else's. Masts towered. Canvas blocked the sun, shaken out to
snap on the wind.

A door below the poop deck led, by a dark, narrow passage, to small
cabins.

"Yours." The Orthhean female opened a door. She wore a corded
sleeveless jacket, and her thick black mane was done up in a single braid.
Her skin was faintly patterned, and there were webs of lines round her
eyes.

In the dim light her eyes seemed to film over as she watched me, and
then clear again. The Ortheans have a "third eyelid," a nictitating
membrane like a cat's eye. And something else. I looked at her calloused
hands.

Put them side by side with mine and they would be no wider, but she
had five slender strong fingers beside her thumb. And thick nails, kept
filed down on all but the little finger, which sported a hooked claw.

"Afraid you're sharing," she said, "but I'm mostly nightwatch so we
shouldn't get in each other's way."

"Thanks. T'll try not to cause you bother."

"You think I didn't fight for the privilege?" She had a surprisingly human
grin. "I want something to tell my children about the famous Otherworld
envoy."

"Surilyn!"
The woman's head jerked up. I recognized Geren's voice.

"I'd best get to the helm." She turned. "The shipmaster's cabin is there,
call fan Geren if anything's too unfamiliar."

I went into the cabin. It was narrow; bunk bed one side, sea-chest the
other. A square, iron-framed port with inch-thick bolts let in green-gold
light. I had to stoop. The ceiling—the underside of the poop deck—showed
beams a foot thick. There was the constant creak of timber and the lap of
waves against the hull.

I sat down suddenly. The ship shook throughout its length, quivered,
and settled into a steady pushing rhythm, driving ahead. It was an uneasy
motion.

Sitting there, with the blankets rough under my hands and the sunlight
sliding up and down the wood, I had a moment of stillness. This was not a
starship, not even a sea-going ship on an Earth ocean; the voyage would



not end at London or Liverpool or the Tyne. Sadri Geren Hanathra and the
woman Surilyn, they were not conceived, born, or brought up on Earth.

I began to accept the fact that here, on this world, I was the alien.

The Hanathra, under intermittent wind and plagued by cloud and
squalls, sailed on into the Inner Sea. At the end of the first nine-day week
Geren told me the season was famous for fogs and summer calms. I spent
time below decks, talking to whoever was off duty; and every day I stayed
a little longer in the intense sunlight, getting acclimatized.

Zu'Ritchie, the youngest of the crew, had what I took to be a birthmark
covering most of his face. He was unusually pale-skinned, and the mark
took the form of grey dapples, like fern-patterns on the skin, that extended
from his forehead down over his cheek to his shoulder.

"That?" Surilyn said. I questioned her when the boy wasn't around.
"That's marshflower. It only means his telestre borders the Fens."

I had to be content with that. Later, in warmer waters, some of the crew
stripped to the waist and I saw that the "marshflower" extended over his
torso. The pattern grew larger and darker, almost black in places. Natural
markings, I realized. Zu'Ritchie was not the only one with it, though his
was most pronounced; and he was a little teased because of it.

The second shock—and it was only a shock because it was so like and
yet unlike humanity—came when I saw the rudimentary second pair of
nipples that both sexes carried low on the ribs. Most of the women were
small-breasted compared to the Earth-norm, their bronze-brown nipples as
small as the males'. I suspected that in times past, if not now, the
Ortheans had littered a larger number of children at one birth than we
ever did.

I watched Surilyn coiling a rope, the muscles moving smoothly under
her brown skin. Her black mane was unbraided, and I saw that it rooted
down her spine to a point well below the shoulderblades.

My own hackles raised at the thought. Almost us, and yet not us.

I wondered what other, less visible, differences there might be between
our two species.

A thin line grew out of the haze and became solid. Surilyn, leaning
beside me on the rail, pointed.

"Those are the Melkathi Flats ... see those hills on the horizon? That's
the beginning of Ymir."

We were not close in to the coast, I noted. No passenger was going to



jump ship and slip away . . . Not that I would; at the moment I needed to
act through official channels.

"How long until Tathcaer?"
"We'll be in on the noon tide, if the wind holds."

Carrick V has no satellite and therefore only solar tides, low at dawn and
sunset, high at midnight and midday.

"I'm going below," Surilyn yawned. She squinted at the dawn haze,
which showed no sign of clearing. "Noon, If the wind holds."

"Christie," Zu'Ritchie called, "fan Geren wants to see you in his cabin."
"T'll be right down, tell him. Sounds like my holiday's over," I observed.

"I'm sorry," the black-maned woman said. "All you've told us, about the
Otherworlds, they were fine stories."

"But did you believe them?"
She grinned. "Can't say that I did. But I'll be sure and tell my children."
"You're going home after this voyage?"

She shrugged. "The ship's due for refitting, I'll stay aboard. Likely Suan
will bring them down from my telestre, they're old enough. She's their
milk-mother."

I had no time to press the point.
"Till T see you, Surilyn."
"Till we meet, Christie."

I went below and found Geren in his cabin. He straightened up from the
map-table as I entered.

"Drink?"

"Thanks." I smelled the spicy odour of herb-tea brewing. I crossed the
swaying cabin to look at the charts.

The first was a single-hemisphere map. There was no indication of what
the survey satellite showed in the other hemisphere: a myriad islands,
none with civilization above the stone age level. This was a map of the
oikumene, civilized Orthe.

It had the look of all old cartography, ornate and inaccurate. There were
two continents joined by a long island-archipelago. Most of the
northernmost continent was left blank, but its southern coast was filled in
with what I assumed were cities, kingdoms, ports—and was annotated
Suthai-Telestre, the Southland, and so must be our destination.



The southern continent seemed only to be occupied round the coasts.
The centre of the land mass had hieroglyphics I couldn't decipher.

"We sailed from here," Geren said, putting his finger on a group of
islands far out on the edge of the map. "The Eastern Isles, here, and then
we—" he drew his finger across and up to the southern coast of the
Southland "—sailed so across the Inner Sea, to Tathcaer."

Tathcaer was marked at a river mouth midway along the coast. A good
central base for an investigative xeno-team, I thought—but not if, like the
one I was going to meet, you couldn't leave it.

Geren handed me a bowl of herb-tea. He didn't smile when he spoke. "I
hope you'll forgive my calling you in like that, but I wanted to talk to you
before we dock in Tathcaer."

"Geren—"

I thought, would it be better to wait until I reached the officials at
Tathcaer before beginning discussions? Geren Hanathra was little more
than a messenger.

"No, wait. I must say this." He sat on the table, oblivious to the swinging
lamps and the shifting pale light. "I don't press advice, usually, but . . ."

"But now you're going to?"
"It's perhaps not wise. You're the envoy, after all."
I leaned against the table. "I'd like to hear it, Geren."

"This, then. I am of the party that supported contact with your
Otherworld. I have even met—though not to speak to—those of your
people who are present in Tathcaer."

"And?"

He rubbed six-fingered hands through his yellow mane, then looked
sharply at me. His eyes veiled. "And so I likely know as much about you as
any here, though that is little. But I know how you, envoy, will seem to
those at court."

"Yes?" I had to prompt him again. He stood, pacing in that confined
space. I wondered whether all Ortheans had that grace.

His eyes clouded again. He had the marshflower also, I saw, faint as a
watermark.

"It is not good. T'an, they will look at you and say: here is a loose-haired
and swordless woman, with a child-face and eyes like stone—"

I laughed, choked on the herb-tea, and coughed myself into sobriety.



"Geren, I'm sorry."

"I say only how you seem to us. And much of it is custom only." He
faced me. "I suppose strangeness of dress is to be expected, and hair
neither cropped as in Ymir nor in Peir-Dadeni braids—and that you never
blink, and lack the witch-finger, well I dare say we look as strange to you.
And in a priest's skirt, too, and you are no priest . . . and, Christie, you are
young."

"Twenty-six. Less for Orthe, your years are longer than ours. As for
youth," I said, "time cures that soon enough."

He chuckled reluctantly. "You're not offended?"

"I've come here as envoy," I said. "I must be awkward, I must deal with
your people as I would with mine. I'll make mistakes, yes, that's not to be
avoided, but it doesn't matter. Watching me, you'll see the truth of Earth. I
can't bring books or pictures to show you what we're like, all T can do is
be. I've come to see—and be seen."

After a moment he nodded. "Yes. Of course. T'an, it was foolish of me to
think that you would not know your trade."

"I'm no expert." It was true enough. My two previous appointments had
been with established embassies, this was the first time I'd worked alone.

I looked down again at the maps, marked with the imprints of the
Hanathra's many voyages. So much I didn't know about Orthe, so much
data lost, or mislaid in the rush to get someone—anyone—here. But under
the circumstances, that was inevitable.

"But you must promise me you will at least bear a harur blade. It is the
one thing that will tell against you."

I was silent. It was not a promise I was prepared to make.
"Christie, I'm thinking only of your safety."

"I know. I'm not offended."

"No," he said, exasperated, "I believe you're not."

I left him. The dawn mist hung in pearls on the rail and deck, glistening
and cold. Restless, I went below again. I lit the oil-lamp in my cabin,
shuttering it in its thick glass casing. The air was damp. Surilyn was
asleep. I didn't disturb her.

On the sea-chest lay the traditional paired Southland blades: the
harur-nilgiri, too short to be a sword, and the harur-nazari, too long to be
a knife. I picked up the longer of the pair, the rapier-like nilgiri, gripping
the cord-wrapped hilt. I flourished it, remembering old pirate fantasies,



childhood games. The weight was unfamiliar on my wrist. I did not know
how to carry it, wear it, or use it. I put it back.

Sadri Geren was wrong. Even if etiquette demanded it I had no
business carrying a harur blade. That required a lifetime's training, and a
lifetime on Carrick V, not Earth.

By noon the haze had thickened into fog, and the wind dropped.

From the deck, the masthead was invisible. The sails vanished into grey
moisture. Zu'Ritchie descended from the crow's-nest wringing wet, and
reported no thinning of the fog at that height.

"Drop anchor," Geren ordered.

"How long?" I asked.

"Summer fogs don't generally last above a day or so in these waters."
"Can't we go ahead anyhow?"

"You're not a seawoman, are you? Despite your British Isles. We can
anchor here safely. Further west and we'd come to the mouth of the
Oranon River and be drifted south. And there are the Sisters Islands not
far south of here."

When he spoke of the sea you could tell where his heart was. Then he
was not thinking of the court at Tathcaer, or the ship and crew, but only
of rocks and islands, tides and currents, and the prevailing winds of the
Inner Sea. Some care more for inanimate things than for people. Geren
was like that.

"You must guest at my telestre," he said, his face animated again. "If
they ever let you outside Tathcaer, come to Hanathra. If you had the time
I'd take you voyaging down to Quarth, Kel Harantish, even the Rainbow
Cities—an envoy should know the sea-routes. The Southland isn't all of
Orthe, no matter what they say in Tathcaer."

"T will if I can. How far is it?"

It was unlikely I'd have time for contacts other than the strictly official, at
least to begin with. Still. . . .

"A good-weather voyage to Quarth and Kel Harantish? Perhaps six or
seven weeks. A half-year to Saberon, first of the Rainbow Cities, and
further to Cuthanc." He looked up and was suddenly serious. "Christie,
remember I make you that offer in all honesty. If you should need to leave
Tathcaer, come to me."

It was cold on deck, despite the coat I had on over jeans and tunic. I
shivered.



"All right, Geren. If I need to."

By night the fog had dispersed, and for the first time I saw the Orthean
summer stars. Carrick's Star lies on the edge of the galactic core. The sky
holds thirty times as many stars as Earth's; I stood on the deck of the
Hanathra and the starlight was brighter than Earth's full moon.

And before the next morning's mist had burned away, the ship came to
the estuary of the Oranon River.



2 - Tathcaer

Sails flapped wetly as the ship tacked to come about. The light of
Orthe's white sun on the water was blinding. I went forward out of the
way, and looked ahead.

To the east mudflats gleamed. Spider-thin shapes flew up from the
reedbeds, wide wings beating; their metallic cries came loudly across the
water. Rashaku—lizardbirds. They triggered a flood of associations.
Long-horned beasts grazed the blue-grey watermeadows—marhaz?
skurrai? No clear visualization came with the terms. Beyond them, chalk
headlands retreated down the coast into a distant haze.

There is always some degree of haze on Orthe. Not weather, specifically,
but a quality of the planet's atmosphere; the same quality that makes
radio transmissions impossibly distorted.

With radio, I thought, I'd've been talking to the xeno-team in Tathcaer
by now. No, with radio, I probably wouldn't be here at all ...

If my predecessor as First Contact envoy had had radio, he might have
had the benefit of satellite weather transmissions; might not have died
when the Eastern Isles ship was caught in a storm.

"Christie," Zu'Ritchie paused briefly as he passed me. "Look—Tathcaer!"

The vast estuary was choppy, and wide enough still to be mistaken for
open sea. The ship wallowed. The wind dropped, caught, the sails
snapped out—hills and a crag loomed up, and we were driving straight for
a harbour.

Two spurs rose up, and the harbour lay in the crescent between them.
The early sun shone on the buildings rising behind it, packed closely
together. I gripped the rail, dampened by spray, as we came under the
shadow of the fortress-crowned eastern spur. Rivers flowed into the
harbour from the far side of each spur; the same river, it came to me. The
Oranon split some dozen miles upstream to enclose the island that was
Tathcaer. An island-city. And the land to the east was Ymir, and the land
to the west, Rimon.

The ship glided in between other anchored ships in a forest of
bare-masted jath and a multitude of smaller craft. Some boats threw ropes
and guided the Hanathra's bulk into the anchorage under Easthill. The
nearer river was shallow with many bridges while the other outlet of the



Oranon by Westhill was wide and deep. I watched the bustling activity.

I have seen cities (not only on Earth) that stretched as far as the eye
could see, horizon to horizon; cities it would take a week to drive across.
So I could understand why the xeno-team's tapes referred to Tathcaer as
a "native settlement." Settlement? I tasted the word in my mind, looking at
the myriad buildings cupped between low whaleback hills, at the sprawling
confusion of white and sand-coloured low buildings. And the bulk of
Westhill just clearing the haze way across the harbour, crowned with
another squat brown fort pocked with the black shadows of windows.
Shouts and cries came from the moored boats, and from the docks
beyond.

It came to me that there was more of this city over the saddleback
between Easthill and Westhill. And that, call it settlement if you like,
Tathcaer is nonetheless a city.

Geren came across the deck.
I picked up my packs. "You coming ashore yet?"

"No, I've to see the Hanathra safely docked, then report to the court. I
may see you there." He squinted at the quay. Half his mind was on the
ship still. "They're sending a boat. There'll be court officials to find you a
place, staff; show you the city."

The first thing they could show me was a bank, I decided, then I could
change the money-drafts that our respective governments had decided
were valid. The shipboard holiday was finished, it was back to routine—but
a new world is never routine.

I said goodbye to Surilyn, Zu'Ritchie, some of the crew, and Sadri Geren
himself. Then I climbed down into a ferry, the rowers bent to the oars,
and we glided away from the Hanathra. I saw her furled sails and the line
of her hull sweet against the river, then faced front as we went into the
confusion of the city.

The quay was stacked with crates and cloth-covered bales, and crowded
with Ortheans. Back against the buildings (I supposed they were
warehouses) stood canvas-sheltered food booths; the smells of cooking
were unfamiliar, pungent. Shouts, the squeals of pulleys, the ever-present
creak and sway of the ships' masts . . . Dung and other unidentifiable
odours came from the harbour. Longtailed scavenger rashaku yammered
over the dirty water. A gang of young children tumbled past. There were
children underfoot everywhere; on the foodstalls, in the warehouses, on



the moored ships.

I stood on stone paving, between bare masts and high buildings. They
were flat-roofed with many-angled walls and, as far as I could see,
windowless. I looked round to spot anyone who might be there to meet
me. My balance was a little off. That must be the sea: Carrick V's gravity is
only an imperceptible fraction less than Earth-standard.

I knew the xeno-team must be in Tathcaer, if only because my first
priority was to get them travel permits from the Crown. But I was
beginning to wonder if I'd have to find them on my own, when I caught
sight of a middle-aged Orthean obviously heading towards me.

"Envoy?" At my nod, he bowed. "I'm Haltern n'ri n'suth Beth'ru-elen, of
the Peir-Dadeni telestres."

The same Haltern that countersigned the travel permit? One of the
minor official contacts the xeno-team must have with the authorities, I
guessed.

"Lynne de Lisle Christie, British Isles."

"The Crown sent me to meet you." He used that informal term for the
ruler of the Southland, the T'An Suthai-Telestre. "When you're settled in,
we can arrange for an audience. End of the week, perhaps?"

This was said all in one breath. He had a cropped blond mane brushed
forward, disguising its retreat into a mere crest,

and watery aquamarine eyes. That whiteless stare was forever alien,
Orthean. Over the shirt and britches that were common Ymirian dress he
wore a loose tunic, green and a little threadbare, with a gold feathercrest
on the breast. Harur blades hung on worn belts. He had a vague,
harassed look about him. If Geren had anyone in mind when he warned
me about intrigue, I thought, this is just the type.

"No audience before the end of the week?" I queried.

"There's a residence to be found. Staff. Wardrobe. Marhaz and skurrai.
L'ri-an. The Crown would not wish you to come to court before you feel
ready."

Before you've learned not to make a fool of yourself, I translated bleakly.

"After all," Haltern added reflectively, "when God made time, She made
enough of it to go round, don't you agree?"

The skurrai-jasin slowed on the steep hill. The sky above the narrow
twisting passage—you couldn't call it a road—was a star-dotted strip.



Featureless walls intensified the heat. Kekri flies clustered on open
drainage channels. They rose as we passed: long-bodied, thick as my
thumb, wings flashing like mirrors as they hummed on a low-pitched note.
Some of the walls supported vines, but their fist-sized blue flowers couldn't
prevail against the stink.

Haltern, leaning forward, spoke to the driver. The jasin-car riage swung
left up an even steeper hill, into an even narrower and more convoluted
alley.

"Can they manage?" I indicated the beasts.

"Surely. They're strong." For the first time he used the informal
inflection to me. "They're skurrai from Dadeni Heath; that breed could pull
twice our weight up a worse slope than this. You see their quarters, that's
where their strength is—"

He broke off and glanced apologetically at me. "I could be a bore about
skurrai. Beth'ru-elen telestre lies close on the Heath, we breed similar
stock."

"They're beautiful," I said, and he seemed vaguely pleased by the
implied compliment.

The skurrai were yoked double: reptilian animals with cleft feet and
paired double horns, cropped and capped with metal.

White sunlight shone on pelts the colour of new copper wire as they
plodded up the hill, ruminatively uncomplaining. They stood about
waist-high, and they still looked too small to me to be that strong. The
jasin rattled and jolted on.

I'd seen two or three places that might do as present Liaison Office and
future consulate or embassy, but for now I was content to be carried
round Tathcaer. It was a large city and I wouldn't cover it in one
afternoon, but I wanted to see as much as I could.

"There's one here." Haltern stopped the skurrai-jasin. "I thought it
might prove suitable, though Easthill's far from the Citadel; but you may
prefer it that way."

I dismounted, stiff-legged, not really sorry to be out of the springless
carriage. Haltern was unlocking the gate of a blank-walled, two-storey
building. The gate opened into a tunnel leading to a central courtyard, but
instead of walking through he stopped and unlocked a door to the house.

He wasn't as stupid as he managed to look, I thought. The post of
liaison officer and envoy was separate from the xeno-team's first contact
agreement, and while it wasn't an important post in itself it might pave the



way for full diplomatic contact, and eventually for the opening up of
Carrick V to the Dominion of Earth. Therefore I couldn't be seen to favour
one faction over another. And to be situated in an obscure part of the city
was a fair way to start. Haltern would bear closer acquaintance.

"You're at court?" I asked him, as the heavy wooden door swung open.
We entered the mosaic-floored hall. It was cool, smelling of dust and
spices,

"In the Crown Messengers. I was in the Peir-Dadeni tha'adur," he used
a Dadeni term, "but the fan Tun Andrethe seems to have loaned me
permanantly to the Crown." He smiled. It was a young smile, deceptive.
"Hence my being sent to you."

The place was smallish: a kitchen and two rooms on the ground floor,
three rooms on the first floor, the whole surrounding a tiny courtyard with
stables. It was surprisingly light, for all its blank exterior—many windows
opened on to the courtyard. Haltern took me round the beam-ceilinged
rooms. Old, warped a little here and there, but sound. Thick,

flawed glass was leaded into the window. The plumbing was as primitive
as reports had led me to expect.

A flight of stairs from the courtyard brought us out onto the flat roof.
The heat struck down hard: Carrick's Star is strong in the ultra-violet. The
wind up above the city was like warm water. Sweat ran down my back.

Gravelled tar was tacky underfoot. Tubs spilled emerald blossoms, and a
lemon-sharp tang cut the air. I walked to the low guard wall.

"I don't think T'll find anything better than this."

"I'm glad you like it." Haltern was at my shoulder. "The others of your
people—and there were only eight of them— have laid claim to five
separate buildings."

I could almost fathom his wonder. Buildings seem rarely to be put up
singly in Tathcaer—the norm is a sprawling complex centred on a
courtyard with a cistern or well. They are used either by members of the
same telestre or of the same Guild (which, as they say, is a trade-telestre).

In front of us the city was laid out like a map. To me it looked
congested. There are no streets in Tathcaer. No streets as such, I should
say; there are paved and unpaved ways that twist between the various
telestre-houses, but these are not named. The one exception is Crown
Way.

The top of Easthill was behind us, and Westhill was visible across the
harbour. In the hollow of the island plaster-walled buildings were yellow



and white and pink under the intense sun. Old stone buildings jutted up at
intervals, their architecture oddly curved and unfamiliar. The rivers were
distant threads, marking the city limits, spanned by bridges and crossed by
roads that led away to blue-grey hills. But over the spurs and slopes of the
city, past gardens and domes, at six or seven miles distance, a rocky
plateau jutted out of the haze. Stone buildings topped the sheer cliff.
Beyond that the land went down into northern distances, and daystars
shone in a powder-blue sky.

"The Citadel," Haltern pointed, "at the end of the island. And see there,
below, the House of the Goddess; and the prison, and there—"

He pointed out landmarks: markets, companion-houses and theocratic
houses, the Guild Ring, and The Hill—that rich

district of the city that houses the T'Ans of each province of the
Southland: Ymir, Rimon, and Melkathi; Roehmonde, Morvren Freeport,
Peir-Dadeni, and the Kyre. I couldn't take it all in at once. At last he was
quiet. When I turned to see why, he had the worried expression that
seemed part of his face.

"What's it like," he said, "out there?"

He was the first Orthean to ask. Perhaps Geren and his crew hadn't truly
credited I was alien. Haltern did.

"Some worlds are very like this. Some are very different." I shrugged.
"What can I tell you? There are so many worlds."

He shook his head. "Incredible."

"Earth—" I stopped. He wasn't the one I should talk to about that. And I
couldn't discuss population and famine and taxes and urban decay on an
afternoon like this. "Earth's different again."

He nodded. "T'll give orders, have this place furnished tomorrow. One of
your countrymen—©Eliot, is that the name?"

"Probably." There was a Timothy Eliot with the xeno-team.

"Eliot has extended an invitation for you to guest with his telestre. With
his household," Haltern corrected himself. "I'll take you there."

"I thought telestre was land?"

"Land, people; people, land—the same thing." He made his way
towards the steps, th~n hesitated. "I don't mean to correct you, t'an.'

"I'm ignorant of many of your customs. How am I to learn if no one
corrects me?"



I saw that pleased him.

"T'll arrange for I'ri-an too," he said. "Meanwhile, if you'd like to take a
late meal, my telestre-house is not far from here."

At first light there was a discordant clamour of bells. I lay half asleep in
bed, listening to the varying chimes: near and far, low and high. Tathcaer
keeps natural hours, dawn to sunset. Given a choice, I don't.

When I began to wake up properly I took a look at the room. I hadn't
noticed much arriving at Eliot's place the night before. Eliot had been out,
and his wife Audrey had

been hospitable enough to let me go straight to bed. I was still a long
way from being acclimatized to Orthe's 27 standard-hour day.

The room was plain: pale plaster walls, the beams boxed in, long drapes
to hide the windows and a plain-woven carpet on the floor. All chosen to
be as un-Orthean as possible. Xeno-teams are notoriously odd in their
methods of adjustment.

I dressed and went downstairs. Voices came from the kitchen. There I
found Timothy Eliot at the table, and Audrey Eliot at an iron cooker
brewing (by the smell) genuine Earth coffee.

"Ms. Christie—"
"Lynne, please."

"Lynne." Eliot grinned. He was a solid man in his late thirties, hair
thinning on top, wearing a bright shirt over faded jeans. "I'm Tim. You
met Aude last night? Good. Sorry I couldn't be here to welcome you."

"The rest of the team are down the road." Audrey brought over a china
jug of coffee and a plate of toast. She was younger than Eliot, a bright
nervous woman. "I'll take you round later and introduce you."

"Thanks." I found it a relief to be speaking English again. We talked
over breakfast. They were a husband and wife team, xeno-biologist and
xeno-ecologist, paired with the rest of the team for six years.

"Ten months of it in this hole," Eliot observed, squinting against the
brilliant sunlight flooding the kitchen. Most of the furniture was in plain
style again, not like the flamboyant carving and ornamentation I'd seen in
Haltern's telestre-house.

"Tim," Audrey said warningly, "don't prejudice the guest."
"Oh well ..." He waved a hand carelessly. "Lynne's working on our



behalf. Isn't that right, Lynne?"

"Not entirely. As the government's representative, I've a duty to be
impartial."

I can never say things like that without sounding pompous, and I could
hear myself doing it again.

"But nevertheless, a duty to plead our case to the Crown?"
"Yes, of course."
"Hopefully you can get us travel permits. We can't get

them. Damn it, why agree to a contact team if you're going to keep
them cooped up in one settlement all the time?"

There was long-term indignation in his voice. It would be harder for
them—the sociological half of the xeno-team could at least study in
Tathcaer.

I tried tact. "I think that they don't worry too much about time."

"That's true enough." Eliot turned to Audrey. "One day, and she's seen
it; that's the way these aborigines are."

"You've been on many worlds, Lynne, 1 expect?" Audrey left the stove
to sit down at table. She was wearing a robe with pleats and short hem,
something that would have been fashionable about three years ago. I'd
brought few clothes: one formal skirt-and-jacket, and jeans and shirts. It's
less costly to buy on-world than pay the weight penalty on FTL ships. But
xeno-teams are allowed leeway there.

"I was on Beruine, the water-world." But not for long, I silently gave
thanks. "And then with the embassy on Hakataku."

"Ah. One doesn't seem to see many women in the diplomatic side of the
Extraterrestrial department, somehow." Eliot smiled, it was meant to be
pacifying. "But I'm sure they wouldn't have sent you if you weren't
capable,"

"I'm sure too, Mr. Eliot."

There was an awkward pause. Then Audrey Eliot said, "What's the news
from Earth?"

"The usual, I guess. Squabbles between the PanIndian Federation and
post-communist China. I've i.othing very recent." Even with FTL, the trip to
Carrick V takes over three months.

"More recent than us—"



There was a rap at the window, and a man walked through the back
door. He was in his thirties, dark, and wearing an Ymirian tunic over jeans.

"Hello, Tim, Aude. Heard we had a visitor."
"John Lalkaka, Lynne Christie." Eliot served introductions like tennis balls.

"Are you going to get us travel permits, Ms. Christie?" Lalkaka leaned
against the doorframe.

"Hard to say. I haven't seen the authorities yet."
"Lord! I hope you can. I'm the last man to criticize ET civilizations—"
I intercepted long-suffering glances between Tim and Audrey.

"—but ten months standard in one settlement! You wait, Ms. Christie.
Until you'ye been clanged awake by dawn bells every day for ten months
solid; ten months of lousy food and worse plumbing—"

"John." Eliot grinned and shook his head. "Give it a rest."

"I miss civilization," Lalkaka said, not at all offended, "and when I get
back from this mission I intend to spend the next ten months in a rest
centre—not at home, but somewhere you can get all the comforts. TV,
pre-packed dinners, stereo-tapes . . . Bombay, maybe, or Hyderabad." He
laughed, teeth white against his brown skin. "You wait. A month here, and
you'll have your own list to add to mine."

"I don't doubt it," I agreed.

"Oh well." Lalkaka slouched in, sat down, and helped himself to coffee.
"What's the news from home?"

The focus of the world has long since shifted east: Asia holds the
twenty-first century's future. Nothing of real importance happens in the
declining West. Still, T felt it from Lalkaka and both the Eliots: what
interested them was the British Isles. Home.

"Not again!" Audrey intervened. "Lynne, how about this evening—Tim,
you remember what I said?"

He nodded and turned to me. "We're having a gathering tonight. The
team, and a few people from the city. If you come along you'll stand less
chance of having to repeat yourself so much."

"Sure. I'll be over at my office for most of the day, moving in, but the
evening's fine."

"You're up on Easthill, aren't you?" Eliot gave me a look that said,
smugly, that information travelled fast. "I'll send a carriage at sunset-bell.
You might not find your way otherwise."



3 - T'An Suthai-Telestre

When I found my way back to the Easthill Malk'ys household, there was
a young Orthean waiting for me. He introduced himself as Tasil Rannas
n'ri n'suth Methris, cook and housekeeper, and said he would deal with all
my supply problems. His telestre was a few miles upriver and he
apparently had some connection with Haltern's own staff.

The furnishings arrived. Rannas and I spent an hour or two rearranging
things, the two downstair rooms being made up as office and reception,
and the first floor as my own quarters. Then Rannas went out to the
streetbooths and returned with a second (and, by Orthean standards,
extremely late) breakfast: bread, fruit, the pale, bitter herb-tea, and
whitemeat from the fishmarket—which I suppose, strictly speaking, isn't
"fish": Orthean seabeasts are almost all mammalian.

I retired upstairs to unpack, leaving Rannas to settle the kitchen. His
thick accent was all but incomprehensible to me, and I suspected my
Ymirian wasn't very good. We communicated in gestures where words
failed.

There was little to unpack. Some polyplastic crumple-free clothes;
personal effects; the micro-recorder, and the sonic stunner that was one
of the few weapons allowed on Pre-tech worlds. It was keyed to my sweat
and fingerprint pattern: quite simply, it would not function for anyone else.
The department provided it ostensibly as a protection against wildlife.
Other uses have been known.

I had also a locked case with credentials, bank drafts, and similar
papers; keyed again to my own bio-patterns.

Rannas opened the door. "One from the court to see you, t'an.”

"T'll be right down." Bells sounded as I left the room, the single chimes
for midmorning.

I found Haltern in the office, staring out of the window and humming
tunelessly. There was a boy with him.

"T'an." He inclined his head. "Is all well here?"
"You're most efficient, I compliment you."

Again, the bow. It took the place of a handshake, here where that
custom was not common.



"The Crown gifts this household to your office for as long as you need
it." Haltern beckoned the boy forward. "I've brought you your I'ri-an,
Christie, ke is Achil Marie Salathiel."

The Ortheans have two neutral pronouns, one for the inanimate and ke
for the animate. Animals are ke, and sometimes the Goddess is, and so are
children, though I didn't know why. L'ri-an I was more sure of, that was a
personal assistant; the word has its roots in the term for apprentice.

He was thin, brown skinned, with a short-cropped black mane. He
looked at me sullenly, and then nodded. "T'an Christie."

"Yes. Right. Ah—you'd better go and find Rannas in the kitchen, he'll
look after you until we get settled down." Personal staff were the rule
here, and though I was paying a silver piece a day for the privilege I still
wasn't happy about it.

"I could have found you an experienced I'ri-an," Haltern said. "But,
Christie, as you're not used to the custom I thought it would be better for
you to train kir yourself. Fewer disagreements."

"Isn't he a little young?" But he would be older, Earth-standard, than he
appeared.

"Ke is ashiren, a child, under fourteen. You'll have to stand as foster
telestre, but that's a formality." He added, "The telestre is Salathiel, they
keep the Westbank ferry. While ke is with you, you stand as s'an telestre."

That clicked into place. Geren had said "landholder," s'an telestre, the
ruler of an estate. In loco parentis. Custom is custom, I thought.

"I need to find a bank," I reminded Haltern.

He steepled his sharp-nailed fingers. "You'll want the Guild house at
Singing Gold. I'd also suggest you visit the market, "you'll want
riderbeasts. Marie is capable of tacking up and stabling them, by the way.
And—"

"And the court," I said.

He gave me a wary look. "I could perhaps arrange a private audience
for the beginning of next week."

"I'd prefer it sooner."
"Well, T suppose . . ."He shifted uneasily.
"I can't insist, of course. But I'd like to show willing."

He hesitated, calculating. "There's the open audience this afternoon, but
that's the Fiveday common audience in the Long Hall. It's not a special



reception. There won't be any of the takshiriye, the important t'ans of the
court, there; at least, not the influential ones."

We looked at each other. He smiled.

"I'll call a skurrai-jasin. What was the last bell, midmorning? Then there's
time for dinner at my telestre-house."

"T'll get my papers." I fetched the document case and rejoined him.

"You're wise," he said as we went out, "to see the T'An Suthai-Telestre
without other influence. Tell me, t'an, are all Otherworlders as hasty as
you?"

"It pays off sometimes."

The carriage waited in brilliant sunlight. We jolted off over the
paving-stones.

"T'an," he said. "No, what is your Otherworld custom—Ms. Christie—"

"I think you'd better settle for Christie." I'd got used to that on the
Hanathra. And I could see that Haltern, being the kind of man who makes
character judgements, had made one, and I was curious.

"Christie," he said with that mixture of honesty and formality that is
peculiar to Ortheans, "be wary. When I heard of another Otherworld
envoy, I thought—no, never mind, I was wrong. But there will be those
among the takshiriye who are no friends to you or your world. They can be
dangerous. I admit you seem able to handle the job—"

"And why not?" I was too sharp. Eliot's earlier remarks had touched me
on a sore point.

"I meant no offence." He spread his hands. "How was I to know your
court would not send some lordling or hanger-on, or woman who cared
for nothing but her own ambition? We've had such from Quarth and
Saberon and Cuthanc. Remember, we know nothing of the Earth court."

Haltern took me at face value, whatever the department's view of my
appointment might be. And that, I realized, might be similar to Marie: a
young person to be shaped by events rather than be a shapen

"We don't have a court," I said, "we have a parliament. At least, we do
have a Queen—Elizabeth III—but she doesn't have the authority that your
Crown does."

"A Crown without authority?" Haltern was incredulous, and more than a
little shocked.

I spent the rest of the carriage-ride to the city trying to explain the



India-China power axis, the isolated Western enclaves, and the workings of
British parliamentary democracy.

His telestre-house was not far from the Guild Ring. The I'ri-an, a taciturn
old Orthean male, served a light meal of salads and herb-tea, in a bright
room that faced out into a walled garden. A slender treefern trailed thick
purple flowers. Petals littered the flagstones. Haltern and I sat by the open
window.

"I use rooms in this place in summer," he said, in the course of
conversation. "While the court's in residence in Tathcaer. In winter they
move to Peir-Dadeni, lock, stock, barrel—and Crown Messengers.
Inconvenient, but traditional. And no one is going to argue with the
Andrethe."

"Andrethe? I thought the Crown ruled."

"In theory." He sipped the bowl of herb-tea and set it back on the table.
"In practice, no T'An Suthai-Telestre would cross the Andrethes of
Peir-Dadeni; that I say though it is my own province. It's the only province
that swears equal alliance, rather than allegiance."

"And the rest?"
If Haltern was talking, I was sure there was a good reason.

"From your point of view?" He nodded sharply. "Peir-Dadeni and Ymir
are pro-Earth. Rimon over the river . . . uncertain. Roehmonde's never
supported any contact with

your Otherworld, nor has Melkathi; but then, nothing good ever came
out of Melkathi. Morvren Freeport would trade with the Golden Witchbreed
themselves. As for the Kyre, they'll be as remote from you as they are from
us."

"And Tathcaer?"

"Oh, they call it the eighth province sometimes, as being purely the
Crown's island. That's why you Otherworlders must stay here in the city."
He shrugged. "But it's the heart of the Southland, without it the Hundred
Thousand would fall apart.”

I didn't recognize the term. "The Hundred Thousand?"

"The Ai-Telestre. Traditionally, the hundred thousand separate telestres
of the Southland. The provinces are nothing, the cities come and go, but
the telestres are forever. Goddess grant." Unselfconscious, he signed
himself with a circle over the breast. "But you must know, Christie. You



have an Otherworld telestre of your own."
"No. I'm not a landowner."

"Own land? Goddess forbid! I am not landholder, but still—!" He was
scandalized. Then the outrage faded. He said carefully, "But matters are
different, doubtless, on Earth?"

"Yes." I left it at that. He had the courage to admit that other cultures
might be different from his own. At the moment, I didn't want to trouble
him with just how different.

"Now the Crown has you here, there will not be much attention called to
you." He was subdued. He hesitated, then said, "I imagine that's why I
was sent to you, rather than one of the takshiriye. Choosing one would
offend the others. If you did but know, it's something of an insult. Had you
been, say, ambassador from the Rainbow Cities, there'd have been a
delegation to meet you, perhaps with Turi Andrethe or Ruric Orhlandis
with them."

He sat back, fair mane ruffled. His tunic was rubbed bare in places and
his boots were scuffed, he was overweight for an Orthean, and
approaching the middle forties. It would be easy, I thought, to dismiss him
as one more native court official. Easy and quite wrong.

"I'm not that important," I said. It was true. If nothing useful came out
of my time as envoy, the Dominion would

wait a few years and send someone else. "It's also very difficult to make
me feel insulted."

The membrane blurred his eyes briefly, and the corners of his mouth
twitched. He chuckled. Outside, bells sounded in the heat.

"Noon," he said. "If you're still determined on this audience, we'll go up
to the Citadel."

Crown Way—that one named, paved road that runs from the docks clear
up to the Citadel—was crowded. We drove down into the centre of the
island where it was noisy, and the road was blocked with skurrai-jasin and
heavier carts. But going up out of that we came among older buildings
and quieter districts, passing under fronds of lapuur that were never still,
even in that wind-sheltered place. From time to time Haltern indicated
landmarks: the theocratic houses of learning, the Wellhouses . . . You
needed landmarks in this trackless, signless city.

Shadows dappled the white flagstones as we drove into a square the



size of a parade ground. Barracks and prison and the House of the
Goddess formed three sides; the fourth was cliffwall.

The crag reared up fifty feet—not a great height, but sheer, grey rock
webbed over with blue vines. A zig-zag walk was cut into the cliff face, the
single entrance of which we now approached. Solid rock had been carved
into a gateway, and a heavy iron grill hung ready to be lowered. I stared
up the cliff, seeing a similar gate at the top.

"There's no way but on foot," Haltern said, dismissing the skurrai-jasin.
"We'll go up if the audience is over. Hei, Kyar!"

One of the soldiers at the gateway came over. They were in green and
gold uniforms, two pikemen, four with what looked like crossbows. These
were the elite, the Crown Guard.

This soldier, with the harur blade of an officer, was a woman. She said,
"May I aid you, Haltern of Beth'ru-elen?"

"Is the Fiveday audience open?"

"Yes: pass on." She stared at me. I suppose I returned the compliment;
I wasn't entirely sure hers wasn't only a ceremonial position.

"My thanks. Christie?"

I followed Haltern, nervous now that it came to it. Any offworlder has
that responsibility, that he or she will be taken as the measure of their
world. And a lot depended on how this meeting went.

It was a long hot walk up the path. We were in a constant stream of
Ortheans, in the dress of every trade and province. Haltern paused once,
and I with him, looking back across the arrowhead-shape of the island
below. A fresh wind came from the sea, taking the edge off the heat.

We passed through the upper gateway into gardens. Paved walks led to
the Citadel itself, looming behind feather-leaved lapuur trees. A huge and
sprawling complex of buildings—or perhaps one building; with Ortheans
you can't be sure. Carved, painted stonework; rounded towers and
secretive windowless walls.

Inside was chill. High ceilings echoed to passing footsteps, galleries
hissed with quiet conversations. We came to a hall, a long abruptly-angled
flight of steps, and then were suddenly in a long stone-paved room.

"Here," Haltern said quietly, "this way."

Two fireplaces held braziers, coals glowing against the stone's chill. A
line of Crown Guard stood down each side of the Long Hall. Sunlight came
whitely in through slit windows, falling on tapestries, and on the bright



robes of male and female Ortheans.

Haltern led me past conversing groups. Some stared at me: my formal
skirt and jacket bore no resemblance to anything Orthean. But I'm not so
different, I thought, looking round. Skins varied from satin-black through
brown and tan, but there were many as pale as I. Likewise brown-blonde
hair, green eyes; these were common; and I was pretty much of average
height.

I felt as if I had walked into a room full of half-animals, crop-maned and
six-fingered. It comes at some point in every visit to an alien world. Half
animal and half human: it was the whiteless eyes, the blurring that might
have been a trick of the light and wasn't, that gave the curious subtlety to
the Orthean face.

"How long?" I stifled nervousness.
"A little while." The inevitable Orthean answer.

Banners hung at the end of the hall, crimson and gold, blue and
emerald; and over them all the green and gold firecrest of the Crown. The
Ortheans, as they came closer to the far end of the hall, took advantage of
the benches there to sit and talk. As each one's turn came, they went to
stand before the Crown.

I sat in silence beside Haltern, mentally rehearsing Ymirian speech
inflections. Then, seeing that he also seemed worried, I hazarded a guess
why.

"Haltern, would you call yourself one of the pro-Earth party?"

"Why, yes, I suppose I would." He loked at me sharply, and then
nodded as if confirming an impression. "You're right, Christie. I was

concerned. There are a number of us who've backed this policy against all
odds."

"So have we."
"Yes . . . yes, of course."

I could see him calculating. He was given to evaluating people
accurately, I guessed. And his support might influence others in favour of
Earth.

"After this one," he said. "Just walk up and give your name."

The present speaker was a broad-faced Orthean female in the sash of
the metalworkers' Guild. She stood with her arms folded, speaking a
language—Rimon, I think—that I didn't comprehend. I missed the sense
of the Crown's answer, but the voice was husky, tenor, and—when I could



see—younger-sounding than its owner.

The T'An Suthai-Telestre was a small woman of about fifty, lean and
tough-looking. Her skin was sand-coloured. Her blue eyes and fair lashes
gave her the wind-blasted squinting look that professional soldiers acquire.
Her braided mane was a shade darker than her skin, and was retreating
slightly at brow and temples.

She wore boots, britches, and loose tunic, all in green and thickly
encrusted with gems and gold embroidery. The tunic had a quilted look,
slashed to show a shirt woven of some iridescent cloth. The same fabric,
chirith-goyen, lined a cloak that fastened at the throat. This I assumed to
be against the

Citadel's chill, but it gave her a half-suffocated appearance. As she
talked she sat back with her legs extended, the harur-nilgiri blade lying
across her lap. She fingered the hilt compulsively. Her voice was even and
controlled, and the woman metalworker nodded now and again as if
perfectly satisfied.

A final word and that audience was over.

It was barbaric, anachronistic and alien; and it intimidated me. I took
the few steps that put me in front of her.

"Your excellence." I managed the bow that custom demands. "My name
is Lynne de Lisle Christie. May I present the respectful greetings and
felicitations of the government of the British Isles, and of the united
governing bodies of the Dominion of Earth."

The Orthean woman sat up a little. Her eyes were suddenly bright.

"We are most pleased to receive the envoy." She gestured, without
looking behind her. One of the Guard placed a stool in front of her.
"Come, be seated."

I obeyed. It was a favour, I could tell by the whispers behind me. Most
of the nervousness was wearing off.

She enquired as to my health, the quarters I had in the city, any aid I
might need and any difficulties I might be having. I answered as well as I
could, remembering to mention Haltern n'ri n'suth Beth'ru-elen; thanking
her also for anything else I could think of.

And, both of us having got the formal rubbish over and done with: "I
had not thought to see you here so soon," she said, in the less formal
mode.

"I wanted to present myself to your excellence as soon as possible, so as



not to appear impolite."

"And so you come to the open audience. I like that." She smiled. "You
understand it was my decision that your people should come here. And my
decision that they should have a representative of their own Crown here."

I agreed, wondering if there might be an opening for a fully established
consulate soon.

"I hope," the T'An Suthai-Telestre continued, "that you will visit more of
the Southland. I'm sure you'll receive many

invitations. Don't let your duties here keep you from travelling."

It took me a second to realize what she'd said. Then, very carefully, I
said, "With your excellence's permission, I'll accept. Does this invitation
extend to my people who are already here?"

"Unfortunately, no. Not yet." She hooded her eyes. "Lynne Christie, you
will undoubtedly receive invitations from people it would be safer not to
visit. My Hundred Thousand are not all willing to befriend Otherworlders. I
think it is necessary that they witness what they would condemn. Travel
where you will. I'll write you free passes for the telestres."

"So that Earth may witness what she would befriend?"

She chuckled richly. "Oh, indeed, indeed. So it must always be. Go out
and see my people, Christie."

"The T'An Suthai-Telestre is most kind."

She was apparently satisfied. Then she frowned. "I permitted a weapon
to be brought here. Do you have it?"

I took the stunner from the clip under my jacket.

"Show me." She held out her hand. A sonic stunner is not impressive,
only a grey oval casing with a flat stud on one edge.

She handed it back distastefully. "It kills?"
"No, your excellence, merely renders unconscious."

She shook her head. "Show it as little as possible, there are places it
would be taken for rank Witchcraft. Better: find another weapon."

"Your excellence commands."
She sat back again, interlocking her claw-nailed fingers, gazing at me.

"You could almost be a woman of Ymir or Rimon," she said at last. "It
will be hard to keep in mind that you are not, and that you bring such
weapons. I am not sure if I should not have preferred you to be a



recognizable stranger, at least.”

"Our people aren't so different." I've sometimes wondered if the
department's policy of preferring empaths for diplomatic service is right; it
does mean that we identify with aliens, sometimes overmuch so.

"Are they not? We shall discover the truth of that, perhaps.

But I think we will not speak of it now." In that crowded hall she asked
no questions about Earth. "I thank you and your world for your greetings.
We shall speak again, Christie, you have much of interest to tell me; the
audiences must continue, however. I wish you good speed, and the
Mother's blessing."

I backed off, my place was taken by somebody else; and then I felt
Haltern take my arm.

"This way. Suthafiori favours you," he observed as we passed down the
hall. "It won't affect her policy, but I envy you her good will."

"Suthafiori?"

"The Crown: Dalzielle Kerys-Andrethe. They call her Suthafiori, the
Flower of the South; she was beautiful—"

"Haltern. T'an."

I stopped in the doorway to see who'd interrupted. It was a woman.
Haltern eyed her with wariness and distaste.

"T introduce myself. I am Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen, T'An Melkathi."

Her accent was one I didn't recognize. She wore a sari-like blue
garment, and over that a leather cloak fastened with a silver chain. Her
skin was translucently pale, her features fine and hard, and her sleek
cropped mane was white. She looked to be at least seventy.

"Lynne de Lisle Christie."

"The envoy. I hope you like our land, t'an. It must be very different from
your own."

"I haven't been here long enough to draw conclusions, T'An Sulis."

When she moved, I saw that she supported herself with a silver-topped
cane.

"A pity you may not leave Tathcaer. My own province of Melkathi is
worth visiting."

"Perhaps I will, then, T'An."
Her eyes flicked up. Age had whitened the nictitating membrane and it



was semi-retracted, giving her a hooded, hawkish aspect.
"Will you so? Then I will gladly receive you in Ales-Kadareth."
"The envoy has much to do," Haltern said urbanely.
"So, yes, of course." As she looked at him, her smile

vanished. "And she is so young, and so like us. It is unfounded rumour,
then, Haltern, that makes these Outworlders out to be some Witchbreed
spawn grown cunning with disguise?"

"Your pardon, T'An Sulis." Haltern bowed fractionally. "Your knowledge
of the Golden Witchbreed is doubtless far superior to mine."

She gave him an unfathomable stare, and turned back to me. "Perhaps
you may visit me yet. T'an, I wish you well."

Once out of the Citadel, the white-hot glare of the sun was a shock. I
felt as if I'd spent days underground. An instinctive deep breath brought
the unfamiliar faint mineral taste of the wind. Haltern was frowning.

"What's the matter?"

"Nothing. Only that I did not know Melkathi's ruler was at court, nor do I
know why she should be at the Fiveday audience." He sucked his teeth
thoughtfully. "I'd hazard it was chance, but it served her well. Christie,
that SuBannasen has no love for Earth."

"No," I said. "Haltern, what about the Golden Witch-breed?"

The scent of sidemaat fire-roses and flowering lapuur trees followed us
down the cliff-walk.

"They were a cruel people," Haltern said at last, "and long gone now,
though some half-blooded remnants of the race remain far to the south of
here, over the Inner Sea, in the city Kel Harantish. They claim the pure
blood there, but I doubt it. They need no excuse for their familiarity with
treachery except practice. As for Sulis—and I should not slander her or her
telestre—she is like all of us Southlanders. Prone to see Witchbreed in
anything new and anything new as Witchbreed trickery."

The Golden Empire fell some two thousand Orthean years ago, after a
five-thousand-year reign; and the Golden Witch-breed have since
attracted all evil legend and conjectured abominations into their history.
How much was true, the hypno-tapes couldn't say.

"You'll be suspect, for some," Haltern added as we came down into the
square. "But you have the advantage that you bear none of their
features."



"Which are?"

"A pale skin that has a shade of gold in it," he said, "white-rnaned and
with yellow eyes. They were tall and thin-boned; for the rest, I know not."

We waited in the shadow of the dliff for a skurrai-jasin.

"I was given to understand that the Golden Witchbreed no longer
existed."

"Nor do they, except perhaps for Kel Harantish." He shrugged. "That's
where you'll have your name coupled, when any doubt you."

"Do you doubt me?"
"No," he said. I believed him.

The bells rang for mid-afternoon as our jasin carriage came. I
remembered I was due at Eliot's house that evening. The TAn
Suthai-Telestre had put me in one hell of an awkward position.

I wondered how I was going to break it to the xeno-team that I had
travel permits and they didn't.

4 - A Dinner at Eastharbour-Salmeth

The skurrai-jasin jolted through narrow passages. Hooves clopped a
muffled rhythm. There was the scent of kazsif-night-flower and dung, a
curious sweet-acid mix. The driver, a grey-maned old Orthean female,
leaned and spat chewed ataile leaves onto the rutted earth. I saw her eyes
for a moment as she turned. The membranes were drawn back, the pupils
swelled to velvet-black holes.

She had brought a message from Eliot: the dinner was now being held
at one of the team's other residences. I missed telephones and a postal
service.

The carriage clattered under an archway and into the courtyard of
Eastharbour-Salmeth, an hour after the rapid sunset. I climbed down and
paid the driver, and stood for a moment by the fountain.

The alien city was hot and quiet, the natives gone home behind
shuttered windows and barred gates. Night winds blew. The immense
stars of the Core blazed overhead, casting a pale light on the fountain.
Roofs stood black against the brilliant sky, fringed with stars so numerous
that they merged into clouds of light.



I heard a rising hum of conversation as the door opened.

"Good," Eliot said, "you're early. Come in and meet everybody. This is
our host, by the way, Sam Huxton."

"Ms. Christie, come in. Please, let me take your coat." Huxton was about
forty, tall and burly and dark-haired. His hospitality was overwhelming.
"This is Margery, my wife— Marge, here's company for you. This is John
Barratt."

Barratt was a sharp young man, who shook hands lightly and then
showed a marked disinclination to let go.

"And Adair, and I think that's Carrie over there and—"
"We've met." Lalkaka grinned at me.

"And Maurie . . . Well, that's all of our team. It won't take us long to get
to know each other."

"Or to get thoroughly tired of each other." Barratt gave me a smile that
made me doubt his sobriety. "I don't mean to be offensive. Social activities
here are—limited. We all know each other very well indeed."

It was a long room, lit by oil-lamps, shuttered against the brilliance of
the night. By now there were Ortheans arriving. Groups split up and
reformed, talking, and drinking a pale Ymirian wine. Standard formal
reception, I thought.

"Adair," said a neat and fussy-looking man beside me. He was in his
sixties, old for field-work. "I'm medic here. There are a few shots I've
developed that you ought to have, Ms. Christie. Can you call on me
tomorrow? I'm down at Eastharbour-Kumiel. You're not prone to hayfever,
by the way?"

"Not so far."

"That's good." He nodded at one of the younger team members, whose
name I couldn't remember. She appeared to have a streaming cold. "This
planet is hell for anyone prone to histamine reaction."

"We'll be out of date at the department,” I said, thinking aloud, "with
the time-lapse. T'll need to catch up."

"I've done you a faxsheet," Adair said. "The usual run of allergies. As
they say, don't drink the water. Mind you, the natives are tough, they
seem to survive any infection. Don't bank on doing the same. Stay out of
sick-rooms. Oh yes, there's a list of foods you should avoid—they don't eat
eggs but I'm not sure if that's a taboo or not. You'll have to see the expert,



Barratt. Not now."

The Ortheans stood together, their dark eyes flicking nervously round
the room. When they moved, bright fabrics flashed, jewels shone, and
harur blades clashed on belts and chains. They seemed unused to the
Huxtons' idea of a reception, and stood holding drinks and looking lost.

"You probably didn't catch my name," a middle-aged

woman said. I took a second look: she was from Earth, though what she
was wearing was mostly Orthean. "I'm Carrie Thomas, xeno-sociology.
Come over here and have a drink. I promise not to say a word—you must
be sick of us by now."

I accepted a glass of the pale wine, feeling like the proverbial bone in a
dog-kennel. "Mrs. Thomas—"

"It'd better be Carrie, love, we're all going to get to know each other
very well. Too well, if they don't let us out of here." Frustration appeared
on her face. "Here I am, with the first socially mobile pretech world on
record—no caste-system, nothing—and can I get a look at a working
telestre? Can I, hell!"

She broke off and laughed. "Oh lord, and I promised I wouldn't bend
your ear! There I go. It's the lure of a new face, none of us can resist it. I
can see John and Maurie hovering like vultures, waiting to get at you after
I've finished."

I chuckled. "T'll keep them waiting for a bit, then. Mrs. Thomas, Carrie, 1
mean—you're the first one I've met who seems to have some sympathy for
the Ortheans themselves."

"Ah, you've been staying with the Eliots. And Lalkaka and the Huxtons
are the same. Don't blame them. They were keen, a while ago. It's having
no opportunity to work. Now me and Adair and Maurie—" here she
pointed to the woman with the streaming eyes "—we're not so badly off."

"Speak for yourself," Adair said, reappearing. "For a culture with
practically no privacy taboos, they're damned hard to examine physically."

"Addie would like some nice dead specimens to play with," Thomas said
caustically. "Fortunately, or unfortunately, the Ortheans cremate their
dead. It's the live ones that bother me. I'll give you an example: Why is it
that the young are called 'it' until they're adult? This ke pronoun ... It may
be that there's a rite of passage, that they have to earn the social right to
gender, but it doesn't ring true. All societies do some division of labour
according to sex—all but this one."

"They tend toward triple and quadruple births," Adair said, vaguely



pursuing his own line of thought. "I did get a look at one adult male
specimen. You've noticed the second pair of nipples? Well, this one—and it
may just have been a

throwback, I don't know—it had what I suspect is a vestigial marsupial
pouch."

"A what?" I said.

"A thick fold of skin here—" he drew his thumb across his belly "—about
three inches wide and one and a half deep. I can only assume that at
some point the male Ortheans cared for the young."

"Yes, but listen, Addie—"

While Carrie Thomas was arguing with him, I slipped off to refill my
glass. A small child in a night-robe appeared at the far door and wailed on
a low key. Margery Huxton rushed over to pick her up. They were close by
me so I couldn't very well ignore them.

"What's your name?" 1 asked the child. She was about four,
dark-haired, strikingly like her mother. She stared at me in silence.

"Oh, she won't say anything." The woman set her down and said
confidentially, "It worries me sometimes, but it would be worse if we
couldn't bring her with us. But sometimes I think she doesn't remember
much English at all.”

"What's your name, ashiren-te?" This time I asked in Ymirian.

"Elspeth Huxton, of the British Isles." Her accent was unfamiliar. I
realized she'd learned her Ymirian by hearing it, not from tapes. "Goddess
give you good day."

"And to your mother's daughter." It was the traditional return.

"One of the ladies up on The Hill has Elspeth tutored with her own
children. Well, you can't isolate a child, she needs others to play with."
Margery Huxton sighed. I had her placed now, she was a xeno-ecologist
and her husband was a marine biologist. She said, "But I do worry about
what she might pick up."

I felt sorry for her, trying to hold the tide of Orthe back from her door.
Then I wondered if it wasn't Elspeth I should be sorry for—she'd have to
adapt back to Earth.

The girl wriggled out of her mother's embrace and ran to the door. A
late guest bent down and took her hand, exchanging a few words with the
child.

This guest was striking: darker than the usual run of



Ymirians, with skin the colour of flaked coal, a cropped black mane and
a narrow, merry face. I judged her to be in her early thirties. She wore a
padded, sleeveless leather jerkin over shirt and britches, marking her as a
soldier. As she let go of the child's hand I saw that one shirt-sleeve was
empty, neatly folded up and pinned. It was the right arm and her
harur-nilgiri was slung for left-hand use.

She caught me staring and gave a broad white-toothed grin. The child
swung on her arm, and she lifted her up and gave her back to Margery.

"Ruric," she said to me, inclining her head casually. "You're the envoy,
Huxton tells me."

"That's right, the name's Christie." I checked an impulse to shake hands,
and then couldn't think what to say. At last I said, "You like children?"

"The ashiren? Other people's, and part time." Another flash of white
teeth. "Elspeth comes to my household to learn with the others there. It's
something to meet a child from another world, after all."

At that point we were called in to dinner—to the great relief of the
Ortheans present—and I found myself between Lalkaka on the one side
and Ruric on the other.

The Ortheans' talk was soft and swift. The cutlery laid for dinner seemed
to confuse them. They fingered the eating-knives that hung at their belts
and eventually tried (with varying degrees of success) to handle forks.
Only the dark woman used her own knife. This, with its split point, she
used both as knife and fork, eating nimbly with her single hand.

"You're from Tathcaer?" I asked. Her accent was faint, not immediately
identifiable.

"I'm from more or less anywhere. Melkathi, the Skulls garrison,
Peir-Dadeni . . . I've just come back from Medued-in-Rimon." She put
down her knife to raise her glass. "Have you been here long?"

"A few days." I remembered that, as well as the T'An households, The
Hill was also the location of the barracks. The crippled woman would be a
soldier, then, perhaps a retired soldier.

"What do you think? Or isn't that a fair question?"
"It isn't, but yes, I like the city."

"You're one of the few, then." She looked round the table, and turned
back to me. It was only then, seeing her full-face, that I noticed her eyes.
The membrane retracted, leaving them clear, and the whiteless irises were
yellow. As yellow as buttercups, as yellow as ospreys' eyes. Sunny and



friendly eyes; I felt drawn to her.
"You must come to my household—"
"You must visit Easthill Malk'ys—"
We broke off, having spoken simultaneously, and laughed.
"Ms. Christie."

I made the mental effort and switched from Ymirian back to English.
"Yes, Mr. Huxton?"

"Call me Sam. Maurie was just asking about travel permits."
I nodded. "I saw the T'An Suthai-Telestre this afternoon."
"And is she willing to raise the ban?"

"She's sending me out of the city," I was careful in my phrasing. "1
rather think that when she gets reports back, she'll be willing to let all of
us travel more freely. It shouldn't take too long now, Mr. Huxton."

"Sod that!" Barratt was explosive. "More delays, and meanwhile you go
buggering about all over the country—"

Carrie Thomas hushed him. I saw the dark woman, Ruric, glance at me
with amusement. She must understand some English, I thought.

"It's more of a concession than we ever managed to get," Adair said. "I
feel it's encouraging.”

Audrey Eliot agreed, sharp and nervous. She said, "But what about
Earth? We only have the three-monthly dispatches. What's the news?"

So I had no further chance of speaking to the Ortheans, I had instead
to drag out every item of home news that I could remember. All of them,
even Barratt in his half-stupor, sat there like hungry children taking it all
in. It made me wonder, empath or not, what my opinion on Carrick V
would be in a year or so.

And the Orthean guests, with that singular urbanity that etiquette
demands from them, talked quietly of ships due and harvest prospects and
affairs back at their telestres.

5 - Saryl-Kabriz

In the false dawn the stars fade and the east is dim. Ortheans call it the



first twilight. Then comes the pale blaze of sunrise, too white, too brilliant
for Earth, searing through the river-mists, opening the day.

The sky was clear, cloudless, the daystars no more than burrs round the
horizon.

"It'll rain later, fan," Marie said, coming in with hot herb-tea in a blue
glazed bowl.

"Mmmrghph?"
"Before the noon bell. The wind's south-westerly."

I muttered something incoherent, and when he'd gone, dragged myself
up to a sitting position in bed. The Orthean day was too long. When I
woke, I never felt as if I'd had enough sleep.

I rose and dressed slowly, aware that since I should have to keep what
clothes I did have for formal occasions, the sooner I bought Orthean
clothes the better it would be.

It rained after sunrise.

The report I'd begun the day before looked fatuous in the light of
morning. I wiped it off the micro-recorder, deciding to leave reporting until
I had a better idea of what I was talking about.

There were numerous messages brought in by the I'ri-an of various
households, mostly in the form of a couple of lines of script inviting me to
dinners and functions, and mostly from households interested in trade. It
was too early to have a policy on that—Carrick V not being classified as
restricted or

unrestricted access, as yet—but I accepted them, to be on the safe side.
About mid-morning, when the rain was clearing, Haltern appeared.

"There you are." He handed his cloak to Marie, after removing a paper
from a lining-pocket. "Yesterday's weekly broadsheet. The part that will
interest you is towards the end."

The paper was grainy, probably reed-based. The printing was
sophisticated for this level of culture, something of the order of Caxton or
Gutenburg. It was one sheet, dated Merrum Seven week Fiveday, and it
was mostly incomprehensible to me, gossip about people and places I
didn't know. But squeezed in at the end was a notice of the Hanathra's
return.

" 'We announce the arrival of still another Offworlder,’ " Haltern read



aloud over my shoulder. " 'And also draw our readers' attention to the
ship's route, which is: passing the Inner Sea close to the Desert Coast, and
close also to the city Kel Harantish." "

"Meaning?"

"Meaning Witchbreed. The slur is nothing, but it shows prevailing
opinion."

There wasn't anything I could do about it. I said, "This broadsheet, this
is just in the city, is it?"

"Yes. The church often passes these things for use inside Tathcaer's
walls." His eyes veiled. "They like to see their effect, before they loose
them in the Hundred Thousand."

"The same applying, of course, to dubious Offworld visitors."
"[—ah—couldn't say."

I rubbed the rough paper between thumb and forefinger. It told me
things purely by existing. For example, the Ortheans were highly literate.
That didn't fit with a culture at this level either.

"You've had invitations, I see." Haltern hesitated. "Has there been one
from SuBannasen?"

I shuffled through them, there was nothing from the T'An Melkathi. "Not
so far."

"Well . . . Remember what I said. Nothing good ever came out of
Melkathi."

"And if she doesn't remember it," a voice said, "I will."

It was the dark woman from the Huxtons' reception. She'd obviously
come in as the doors were left open.

"T'An." Haltern made a low bow. "I didn't mean—"

"Don't be a fool, Hal." She grinned and slapped him on the shoulder,
left-handed. His pale eyes were veiled with embarrassment. "I didn't
realize Dalzielle had sent him to you, Christie."

I must have looked as puzzled as I felt. Ruric gave a great shout of
laughter. "Sorry, Christie, I should have introduced myself last night."

"The T'An Ruric Orhlandis of Melkathi," Haltern said uncomfortably.
"T'An Commander of the Southland's army."

"Also called Onehand and Yelloweyes, and a number of things I won't
repeat outside the barracks for fear of Hal's modesty." She turned to me.



"Now you've found out my secret, does that mean I'm not welcome?"

"Good grief, no." I saw she was joking. Army Commander, I thought;
and she calls the Crown Dalzielle. Here's another t'an come to get a look at
the Outworlder.

"I must go," Haltern said, "I've business elsewhere. Christie, good day to
you. And to you, T'An."

"Come to noon-meal tomorrow?" she called after him, and he nodded.
"He's a good man," she said. "Don't trust him."

Ortheans are capable of that kind of contradictory advice. She approved
of Haltern, that much was obvious.

"What can I do for you?" I asked.

"Do?" She walked back and forth across the room, studying it, and
gazing out of the window at the courtyard. "Nothing, that I know of. I
came to see if I could be of use to you."

IlYes?"

She hitched herself up to sit on the arm of the great carved chair, and
grinned at me. "Yes, and to satisfy curiosity, I own to that."

She was honest. I grinned back. "T'll try."

"Coming to the point, you'll be travelling, by what you said last night.
And since there's no skurrai jasin outside Tathcaer you'll need riderbeasts,
and so—are you a rider?" she interrupted herself.

"I've done some riding." That was horses. I didn't know what I might be
called on to ride here.

"Good. If you haven't yet seen to it, I wondered if I could be of any help
to you?"

"YeS, I_u
"Only I don't know your customs. If I offend, say so."

"You don't, and I could use some help." Probably I could have arranged
it through Haltern, but I wasn't about to refuse the woman's offer.

"Good." She stood, energetic. "If you're not busy now, there's a
beastmarket down at Beriah's Bridge."

Outside, the paving stones were slick with moisture. There were no jasin
carriages in sight. We began walking down the hill towards the east river.

The rain had passed. The tops of buildings were swathed in mist, rolling
in from the harbour. When it swirled aside, pale sunlight washed over the



white walls of the city. Shadows were blurred, and blue. The muggy air
and shifting light seemed to muffle the calls of the street-traders and the
rumble of cartwheels. And there was, as there always is, the smell of the
sea.

"You must have wanderer's blood," Ruric said, "to come so far from
your land."

"Itchy feet, I quess."

"Yes, I know another like that. My—" here she used a term I didn't
catch "—he's a wanderer before all else. T'll travel when necessary. But
you, to corne so far. ..."

"I suppose it's—a hunger to breathe a different air?" I wasn't certain
myself.

"If I had to leave—" she stopped mid-sentence, and her shoulders went
back. "I love Tathcaer. Out of all the Southland, I love the White City."

Her cropped mane fell in a raven's-wing over her forehead. When she
was serious, as now, I could see the thin lines worn into her snake-smooth
skin.

"Is it strange to you?" she demanded. "You, offworlder, do you have
cities on your world that you love?"

"Yes, of course."
"Ah, we are not too different, then." She was alert,

mercurial, and I had the feeling that deeper thoughts were going on
under her stream of speculation.

"Will you guest with me?" she asked. "When you are done with this
travelling."”

"Yes," I nodded. "Id like to."

We went down the hill. The telestre-houses, fronting passages with
blank walls and barred gates, made me feel again the essential secrecy of
the alien city. Having an entry, all these things were open to me, but a
stranger could be left to wander the narrow ways, alone and lost.

We passed Guild Ring, that collection of trade telestres that has spread
and grown until at the very least forty buildings stand connected by
bridges, walkways, and steps between their upper floors. All trades are
there: goldsmiths, booksellers, cartwrights, saddlers, ship's chandlers,
chirith-goyen merchants (where we detoured to place orders for clothes),
and a multitude of others quite incomprehensible to an alien. The elected
Guild Council live there, watching the ebb and flow of trade as keenly as



the shipmasters watch the tides.

From Easthill Malk'ys to Beriah's Bridge is perhaps two sen, something
over two-and-a-third miles. We reached the embankment a little before
noon.

The Beastmarket is close by the bridge, an ancient high-walled
enclosure. Grim stone echoed to the bellowing and trumpeting of driven
beasts, and as we entered 1 heard the bars of the pens rattle in their
sockets.

"They are the marhaz" Ruric said, "and there are skurrai down there. If
you take my advice, there's a man who supplies the army's mounts. He's
less likely to cheat you if he sees me."

"Suits me." The beast-smell was pungent here.

She smiled widely. "I ought to learn your customs. How do you bargain
in your Otherworld?"

"In my part of it, we mostly don't."

Her eyes clouded in surprise, the subtle flick of membrane that passes in
Orthean for much body-language.

"Grief of the Goddess, you're Freeporters! Then perhaps I should do it,
or you'll pay more."

"You're the expert, T'An."

"Oh, T'An, is it?" Amusement flickered. "At any rate, I know the marhaz
traders."

The marhaz were tall and bulky, but moved lightly in their pens in that
roofless hall. White sunlight gleamed on their pelts: plush black, cropped
white, shaggy bronze. Their lizard eyes were dark and brilliant. The pelt
appears similar to hair or fur, but like that of most large Orthean
landbeasts is actually composed of thread-thin fibres, very tough and
flexible, which resemble feathers in structure. Great tufts feathered their
cloven hooves, dung-spattered in the close confinement. Broad bony
quarters and deep chests—they were first cousins to the skurrai, I
thought. Long thick necks tapered to broad-jawed heads, deep-socketed
eyes, and feathered ears. And on the forehead, just below the ears, the
first pair of horns jutted out. Straight, as long as my forearm, with a spiral
grain. Under them was a second pair, no longer than a finger, but equally
straight—and sharp. The marhaz looked dangerous, heavy beasts.

Ruric chatted to a trader, and I leaned on the pen bars. Close by, a
black marhaz mare with jet horns rolled its eyes. A grey stood still, coat



twitching now and then as it shivered. And there was a striped white and
bronze beast, its horns cropped and capped with metal.

"Christie, come down this way."
I joined Ruric. "Found anything?"

"Says he has a marhaz gelding, he's quiet." She eyed me. "I thought
you'd prefer that?"

"You thought right."

"There," the trader said. An ashiren led a grey crop-horned beast out of
one pen. Ruric scratched its pelt, chucking under her breath, and studied
its eyes.

"Ke's from Medued," the man said. "Two years old."

The dark woman stepped closer, gripped the pelt in her single hand and
pulled herself lightly up, stomach-down over its back and then swinging
her leg astride and coming upright. It rolled slit eyes, shifted and stepped
back, then stood at the pressure of her knee and heel.

"Medued," she said. "Kerveis always was a good trainer."

She didn't dismount the normal way but lifted one booted foot over the
marhaz gelding's neck and slid to the ground.

"Well?" She looked questioningly at me.
"If it'll put up with that, I expect it'll put up with me."

She laughed. "That's wise. Well, don't tell him yes or no now. You'l
need packbeasts, let him show some of the skurrai before you talk
money."

The skurrai were the breed I'd seen pulling jasin in the city. All had their
horns cropped and capped.

"Marhaz will fight with you, if trained," Ruric observed. "A skurrai— ke
hasn't the sense for it."

By mid-afternoon when we left, I had closed orders for the grey marhaz,
a black marhaz mare as a re-mount, and two skurrai mares as baggage
carriers. I made a mental note to tell Marie.

"There's tack," Ruric said, "but your I'ri-an can probably cope with that."”

"I hope so0." At times like these I wonder if one jeep or land rover would
violate the no-technology rule that much. "You're not working on
commission, are you?"

When we had that satisfactorily translated, the Orthean woman hooted



with laughter.

"Come up for noon-meal tomorrow," she said as we parted, "up at the
barracks, at Hill-Damarie."

"Get dressed," Adair said, "you're all right. If those shots give you a
reaction, come back and see me again."

I tucked my shirt into my britches. In the Ymirian fashion, everything
laced together rather than buttoned; even the soft leather half-boots laced
at the ankle. But I was beginning to feel comfortable in Orthean dress.

Eastharbour-Kumiel overlooked the boatbuilders' yards. From this
window I looked across warehouse roofs through the clear afternoon to
the ribbed hulls of unfinished ships.

"If you're going up-country you'd better take a medical kit." Adair
sighed. "Young woman, I hope you're prepared to be uncomfortable.
Because you will be."

"I realize that." I heard the jealousy in his voice.
He turned away, clearing up instruments.

"To be honest," I said, "I've wondered why you didn't apply to the
department to open negotiations with one of the other nations on this
planet.”

"We considered it. It seems this is the biggest political unity on the
planet—" he turned, "—and naturally it's the one your people want contact
with. So I suppose we don't try the others until things break down
irrevocably here."

Barratt rapped perfunctorily on the door as he came in.

"Something may break down," he said darkly. "I don't give the
Dominion itself more than twenty years. At the outside."

He grinned at me, picking me to pieces with his eyes.
"War?"

"Nothing so simple. We've come too far, too fast. And we haven't
adapted."

Adair watched him, worried. Absently, he said, "It's not that I can't see
your point—"

Barratt swung round on me. "You know yourself how overloaded the ET
department is. That goes for all the member-nations. People are being



sent out half-trained, too young, too inexperienced—"
I ignored the implicit slur. Adair took his arm, but Barratt shook him off.

"And for why? Maybe a hundred million stars in this galaxy. Maybe a
hundred thousand planets capable of supporting life we'd recognize as
life. And—when we do at last, at long last, get the light-drive—how many
do we find inhabited?"

No one spoke. We knew the answer. I wondered how long Barratt had
been drinking. He was flushed a dull red, almost purple colour.

"All of them," he said in threnody, "all of them. So we go out exploring,
trading, forming links and alliances—"

"John, for God's sake shut up," Adair said.

"—but there's too many worlds and too few of us. It's a strain on
resources now. In twenty years it'll fall apart. I'm telling you, it'll be sheer
bloody chaos."

As he went past me I caught the stink of alcohol and sweat.
"Can't you do anything for him?" I asked when he'd gone.

Adair shook his head. "We need to go home. He needs to. That's all.
He's been away too long, with too much time to think."

I went back to Easthill Malk'ys.
%k Xk X%

It was almost dark at noon the next day, and the bell chimes came
muffled through the pelting rain. I had the hood of a thick cloak pulled up,
and still the sea wind drove damp cold into my bones. Below the knee,
rain dampened the legs of my britches. The great cold body of the marhaz
gelding shifted uneasily, hooves thudding on the paved way. Marie trailed
behind on the skurrai mare.

In common with other buildings, the barracks showed blank walls and
barred gates to the outside world. Marie spoke to the guards and the
gates were opened. Inside it was like a small village, everything—stables,
smithy, kitchens, dormitories—opening into the paved ground in the
centre.

Hill-Damarie was at the far end, a fortress within a fortress, stone walls
streaming with moisture and vanishing up into lowering grey clouds. Marie
leaned up from the skurrai's back and heaved on a bell-rope. Ruric herself
unbarred the gate.

"Come," she said, not with a bow but with that rare Orthean handclasp.



"We have guests, as you will see. It's good that you come so: none outside
these walls will have recognized you."

Marie led the riderbeasts off to be stabled, and I followed Ruric through
the high archway into Hill-Damarie.

An old I'ri-an took my cloak, and Ruric waited while I dried the rain from
me with a cloth. The rooms were high-roofed here, stone groins left
undecorated. Thick embroidered chirith-goyen hangings cloaked the walls.
The floor was paved with a veined stone and covered with pelts. Despite it
being midday, the elaborate brass oil-lamps were lit against the
rain-twilight.

The Orthean woman opened a door into a small chamber. A fire burned
in the hearth, and a table was laid before it. Three or four people who
stood by the flames turned as we came in. I was met by Haltern's bow,
and a joyful handclasp from a richly dressed young Orthean male. It was a
moment before I recognized him.

"Christie, it's good to see you."

I'd last seen him barefoot, shirtless, shouting curses at the harbour pilot.
Now he wore blue chirith-goyen cloth, soft

boots, and harur blades with sheaths embroidered in gold thread.

"Good to see you too, Geren." He was the same as ever: yellow-maned
and open-faced.

"You know Haltern, of course," Ruric continued. "This is Eilen Brodin n'ri
n'suth Charain, of Peir-Dadeni."

Brodin was a hawk-faced and sardonic Orthean male in his early forties,
with the dark skin of south Peir-Dadeni. His brown mane was braided
down to mid-spine, he wore the slit-backed robe common in that western
province, and the nails of his right hand were uncut.

"T'an Christie." He gave a very offhand bow.

Ruric excused herself and left. When Geren began talking to Brodin,
Haltern came over to me.

"I've heard SuBannasen is leaving the city," he said thoughtfully.
"SO?"

"Carrying news of your intention to travel. Well, there was no way to
prevent that news spreading, even if you wanted to."

Ruric re-entered with two more people. One was a cloaked woman.
When she put her hood back she was instantly recognizable.



"T'An Suthai-Telestre." Haltern bowed, and Brodin and Geren followed
suit.

"Dalzielle will serve as my name, if there are foreign ears," the Crown
said.

An old man stood with her, barefoot, clad in a length of brown cloth that
wrapped round his waist and continued up over his shoulder as a cloak.
The outline of muscles and tendons showed plain under his snake-textured
skin.

There was no taking this one for human: the paired nipples showed
bronze against his brown skin, and his shaved mane came down in a black
vee-shape between his shoulder-blades. His mud-splashed feet were
high-arched, six-toed, claw-nailed.

"Lynne de Lisle Christie." His voice was resonant. One sharp-nailed hand
touched my arm. He gave me a stare like cold water.

"This is the Earthspeaker Tirzael," Ruric said soberly.
There are two titles given by the church: Wellkeepers, who

are the custodians of the theocratic houses, and Earthspeakers— who
are wanderers, advisors, students, mystics, a multitude of things of which
we as yet have no more than a superficial understanding.

"We are safe, I think," Suthafiori said, and took a seat at the table close
by the fire. She undid her cloak and laid it over the back of the carved
chair. "Christie, sit with me. Ruric, do we all starve?"

"No, T'An." She and the same old man who had taken my cloak served
the meal. Then I knew she must have sent the rest of the I'ri-an away.

There was an almost tangible air of cabal. Crown, Army Commander,
Crown Messenger, representatives of Peir-Dadeni and the church, and one
of the most wealthy shipmasters . . . This, I thought, is the nucleus of the
original pro-Earth party.

"Does it seem overly dramatic to you?" Suthafiori smiled at me. "To me,
also. But it doesn't always pay for the T'An Suthai-Telestre to be seen in
certain matters."

"Am I to speak of this, then?" Brodin leaned forward. He had the
expression of a man smelling something distasteful.

"Not in so many words, but if my cousin in Shiriya-Shenin were to hear
this hinted at, then well and good." She added quietly to me, "Brodin
holds the same position for Kanta Andrethe at her court as Haltern does in
mine, which is to say, eyes and ears where they are most needed."



The fire sputtered in the grate, and the smell of rain came in through a
partly open window. This was a meal in the Orthean style, where great
dishes were set on the table and it was up to the individual to serve
themselves, using their own eating-knives. It's not as easy as you might
think, eating with only a knife, but I'd thought it wise to practise, and
didn't disgrace myself. Conversation was desultory while we ate, but after
that when wine and herb-tea were served, I found out what kind of
inquisition I faced.

First there was questioning by Tirzael and Suthafiori, seemingly with the
intention of discovering everything they could about Earth and the
Dominion. They must have gained some facts from the xeno-team, I knew,
and would be double checking; so I kept my answers as simple as
possible.

Suthafiori leaned back, cradling a glass goblet in her six-fingered hands.

"You understand,” she said at last, "I cannot support you as far as I
would wish. I have to look to the interests of all the telestres. And besides,
if I go against the desires of the Hundred Thousand they are likely to
name a new Crown, and one less friendly to your world. I find myself
convinced of my policy, therefore I let you travel—but you must do your
own reasoning with them."

I wondered how many were open to reason. "Yes, T'An."

Ruric shook her head, taking her gaze from the fire. "Dalzielle, I'm your
reluctant ally, as you know. I say, take the measure of these people very
carefully before we admit them to our lands."

This was the TAn Commander speaking, and not the woman. Her yellow
eyes met mine.

"Christie's honest, I grant you, but can we judge by one?" She
shrugged. "I've known good men even in Quarth, and how many sea-raids
has that city mounted on our coasts?"

"This is old business. We have to deal with the present." The Crown
turned. "Haltern?"

He was serious, the mask of vagueness dropping from him. "Since the
first contact and the arrival of the Otherworld team, every intelligencer in
the Southland has come to Tathcaer seeking news. I say, end rumours,
send the truth out. Christie should travel to as many telestres as possible.
Better we discover the facts, then let these others—Kasabaarde and the
like—come to us for news."

"Oh, I doubt Kasabaarde must come to us for information." Suthafiori



and the Earthspeaker seemed to share private amusement. Then she
sobered. "Brodin, what word from the Andrethe?"

"That she would welcome Otherworld visitors at the court. Truth told,
she's tired of Tathcaer and the Kerys-Andrethe telestre—forgive me,
T'An—keeping this new thing to themselves." There was no noticeable
apology in the man's abrasive tone. "She will consider your further plans,
but does not guarantee support. But I add this myself, T'An, there are as
many foreign ears in Shiriya-Shenin, being a river port, as there doubtless
are in seaport Tathcaer."

"We hope to make contact with all of Orthe, in time," I said to Suthafiori.
"From our point of view it's a good thing if they're prepared beforehand, if
only by rumours."

"That depends on what they prepare for." Again there was a glint in
Suthafiori's eyes. "Geren, how say you on that?"

"There are rumours in the near Rainbow Cities of Otherworld visitors."
He linked his hands, staring at the claw-nails, then looking up. "As to Kel
Harantish. ..."

There was an almost imperceptible stir. I saw Ruric lean forward, and
Brodin frown.

"I docked there before sailing to the Eastern Isles, as your messenger
directed me." By his expression, he hadn't liked being sent on the Crown's
errands. "The so-called Emperor-in-Exile took care to question me himself.
They have a close interest in the matter. I answered as little to the point as
I could, and took care not to outstay my welcome."

A ripple of amusement went round the table, breaking the tension. The
Crown signalled for more wine, and the old I'ri-an refilled the goblets.

Seeing Ruric and Geren, I noticed their hands lay close together on the
table as they talked. One pale and dappled, claw-nails white; the other
velvet black with tawny nails. Many-fingered, like great spiders.

My arykei, she had said. In the informal inflection that was bedfriend,
lover. A wanderer before all else. It was plain in the way their hands
touched: Ruric Orhlandis and Sadri Geren Hanathra.

"And you," Suthafiori turned to me, "what do your people say?"

"At some point the Dominion has to classify this world, as to the amount
of contact that will go on between you and us. Which may be much, or
very little, taking into account your wishes and our capabilities."

The Dominion has a complex structure of classification according to the



technological level of a civilization, but I wasn't about to suggest to the
Ortheans that they were low-level.

Suthafiori nodded slowly. "That is our policy with outsiders. It's not our
business what is done in, say, Kel Harantish of the Rainbow Cities. Unless it
comes within our borders—then we are ruthless, root it out."

"I have spoken with your kin of 'war,’ " Ruric added. "Your ways are
strange to us. But do you know, if you attack us, you have not one enemy
but a hundred thousand. That is our strength in war, and our failing in
peace. We have no unity among the telestres."

"There's no need to talk of fighting." Suthafiori was reproachful. "But
trade, now, that's another matter."

"It must come through us." The voice was Tirzael's, cold, and with no
deference in it.

"There are medicines and suchlike, things that may aid us." She was
mild but determined. "If it's to our advantage, it's foolish to prevent it."

"There are no quick nor easy answers."
"No. No, there are not."

After a pause Tirzael said, "I passed through Medued-in-Rimon on my
way here. The talk is all of Witchbreed— meaning yourself, t'an Christie,
and your kin here. The Wellkeeper there speaks of rumours that the
Crown is seduced away from good policy by Witchbreed cunning. If you
would stop this talk, then you must be open."

"The church supports me in this?" Suthafiori pounced.

"Neither supports nor opposes you as yet, T'An Suthai-Telestre. Go
slowly. Better spend vyears, even generations, to come to the true
judgement than do in haste what cannot be mended. Here is a thing we
have not faced before, to open our borders to those from the stars. Yet
the stars are the Sunmother's Daughters. T'an Christie, your people must
be n'ri n'suth to us at the least."

"That is decided, then," Suthafiori stated. "It remains only to decide
which telestre you visit first, Christie."

"Agreed. Ah, now, wait." Ruric gave an order to the Vri-an. "T'An, I
have an Otherworld drink you must try, Christie's kin the Eliots sent it to
me. Let's wait, and decide the rest afterwards."

There was some talk of various destinations. Then the I'ri-an returned
with glazed drinking bowls and a great jug. The acrid smell of coffee
flooded the room. Good for Aude Eliot, I thought. Coffee was one of the



things I was going to miss on Orthe.

"Try it first," Ruric invited me, "give your opinion on how correctly it's
been made."

It was hot, and bitter. I took a sip and waited for it to cool.

"What about Shiriya-Shenin?" Brodin asked. "You take the court there in
Torvern, and it is near the end of Merrum now: should the t'an Christie
travel with you?"

"My cousin is my supporter," Suthafiori said. "It's my enemies I would
convince."

"There's the Melkathi faction," Haltern observed.

I stood to pour out the coffee. Another mouthful was less scalding. I
blinked. The bitter taste increased, there was a sudden flood of saliva in
my mouth.

"Christie!l" Ruric shouted.

A faint ringing or humming seemed to come from the air. I must have
moved. Then the stone floor swung out from under me, and I put out my
hands to stop it smashing up. Distantly, I heard the bowl splinter as I
dropped it. The floor was solid under my hand, but I was sliding down into
a pit.

"Don't touch it!"
Geren's voice.

I felt my hands scrape the cold stone. Someone's arm was tight round
my shoulders. The whole of my vision filled with yellow sparkles, until I was
drowned and dizzy.

"Christie—"

Firm hands clamped round my jaw, forcing my mouth open, and
someone thrust blunt fingers down my throat. I spasmed like a hooked
fish, bent forward, and vomited copiously.

As my eyesight cleared, and the confusion subsided, a goblet of water
was put in my hand. I drank it and was able to stand up. The pain
subsided to strands of hot wire in my stomach.

I was between Geren and Haltern, both supporting me. Their fingers
burned on my skin. I was hot and cold by turns.

"Are you well?" Geren demanded.
"I—think so."



"In my household!" Ruric's grip on my arm was surprisingly strong. Her
face ran with tears. "Goddess! in my household—Christie, forgive me."

Brodin stood holding the jug. His nostrils flared.

"Saryl-Kabriz," he said. "The odour is unmistakable. T'an, I do not know
why you are not dead."

I was able to stand unaided now. Haltern called the I'ri-an, and the
mess was cleared up. It was only then that I realized someone had tried to
poison me.

Someone had tried to poison me: it was only the infinitesimal difference
between human and Orthean biology that kept me alive.

I found I was shaking, and took hold of Ruric's arm again.
"Why me? Or was it for me?"
All eyes went to Suthafiori. She smiled grimly.

"There is no one here who does not have enemies. And we are all
players in the game. But no, even a fool could guess you'd be asked to
taste it, Christie. It was meant for you."

My head swam. It was not just reaction to the poison. Someone had
tried to kill me. And they were taking it so calmly. I met their veiled eyes,
aware that these were aliens. Not human. And maybe dangerous.

"In my house," Ruric repeated. "Well, I am your supporter, Dalzielle. I
suppose to have the envoy die in my house might please your enemies, as
well as mine."

"The T'An Melkathi," Haltern suggested.

"It has SuBannasen's style. And she and I are not friends," Ruric said.
"But my I'ri-an are loyal, I'd have sworn to it!"

"It appears you were wrong," Suthafiori said gently. "But let's end this
now. Ruric, find an escort for t'an Christie back to Easthill Malk'ys, and a
physician."

"Geren and I will go," she said. "Dalzielle, you'd better take an escort
too."

"No, I have my own ways of returning to the Citadel."

With Ruric still apologizing, we moved out towards the stables. I was still
dizzy. No one had ever hated me badly enough to want to kill me. I'd been
hurt and I didn't understand why.

But I was coming to understand that Carrick V was dangerous.



Puddles covered the yard. The sky brightened, the wind was cool.
Clouds were breaking up, going north on a swift wind. As we entered the
yard Marie rode out on the marhaz gelding with the skurrai on a leading
rein.

He saw me and his eyes widened, doubt and shock written across his
face. He yanked at the reins but Ruric ran forward

and caught his heel and tipped him over. The marhaz skittered
sideways. The boy hit the paved yard, sprawling heavily.

"What?" I said, bewildered.

"You saw kir face," Geren said. "Ke never expected to see you walk out
of here alive. Ruric, bring kir here!"

She thrust the boy at us. Suthafiori stood back beside Tirzael, her hood
drawn up. Haltern held the boy's arms.

"You were in the kitchen," Ruric said calmly. "All I'ri-an go there, why
should you be suspect, you were waiting for the t'an."

"Yes." His voice broke.

"Let me." Tirzael came forward and spoke quietly. The conversation was
inaudible, and the boy was crying.

"To use children, ashiren—!" Ruric swore.

"Ke says," Tirzael came back to us, "that ke was approached and
threatened by two men, then given a substance— ke doesn't know what,
only ke is sure it wasn't poison—and told to put it in the t'an Christie's
drink. Ke saw the foreign drink prepared in the kitchen and put it in that,
thinking perhaps one of the t'an's friends was playing a joke on her."

The yard was quiet except for the boy's crying. It tears me up to see
kids cry.

"Of course that's not all of it." Ruric bristled with hostility. "No doubt ke
was bribed as well as threatened, and ke knew very well that it was
poison."

Suddenly she pulled the boy's head up and struck him across the face.
"She is s'an telestre to you—what were you thinking of!"

"They were going to kill me!"

"I doubt we'd find the men," Haltern said, "certainly we'd never trace
who hired them."

Suthafiori touched my shoulder, saying quietly, "If it were me, I would
take that journey that we spoke of."



"I can't go yet, I've made appointments." I watched the boy. "What
are—what happens to him now?"

"That's for you to say, you still stand as kir s'an." Ruric's answer was
disinterested. "You could let the city Watch have kir, there may be things
ke hasn't told us. Or send kir back to Salathiel telestre and they'll punish
kir."

"Oh lord." I couldn't think straight. "Look, kid—ashiren-te—if anyone else
comes to you, you come and tell me. All right?"

He stared blankly at me.
"How much were they going to pay you?"

"Five gold pieces," he said. Ruric made a hissing noise under her
breath.

"Right, you work for me till you've paid off twice that, we'll call it done
with. Yes?"

Brodin looked the boy up and down. "You're a fool, t'an, you'll have your
throat cut inside a week."

"No," Marie said, "she won't."

He gave me that sullen look that I was used to. You couldn't blame him
for being intimidated.

"All right, I know. Go and get the riderbeasts, will you?"

He crossed the yard, making soft noises to call the frightened marhaz
gelding.

I said, "I don't propose to blame a child for what's happened here. You
find me the man or woman responsible, and then T'll put a complaint
before the authorities."

Ruric sighed and scratched her head. "You're right. I've got a short
temper, I'd have had far whipped raw."

"You must travel outside Tathcaer," Suthafiori said; "and soon."

"I'm sorry, T'An, if I'm going to be any kind of an envoy, I've got to keep
the appointments I made for next week."

"I've to go to Roehmonde next week or the week after," Ruric said
thoughtfully. "Suppose she comes with me to Corbek, and begins with the
telestres there?"

"Is that agreeable to you?" the Crown asked me.
I was suddenly tired, and could only agree. My mind was blurred, but it



didn't sound a bad plan.

"Then I say goodbye," Suthafiori said, "t'an Christie, we'll meet again on
happier occasions."

I rode home to Easthill Malk'ys between Ruric and Geren, through the
rain-washed alleys. The air was cold and the sun too bright, there was the
subliminal awareness—now brought into sharp relief—that this was not
Earth. We rode without speaking, and Marie came behind on the skurrai
mare.

Fourteen days later I left Tathcaer.



PART TWO

6 - The Road North

Corbek in Roehmonde is five hundred seri from Tathcaer, a good six
hundred standard miles through semi-civilized country, riding the marhaz
on dirt-track roads. And travelling in the last weeks of Merrum and on into
Stathern, that season where summer gives way to autumn.

"Given good roads, good riderbeasts and good weather, I'd call it twenty
days." Ruric stood with Adair and myself under the archway of
Hill-Damarie. "For us, not on forced march, and allowing for storms. . . .
Say twenty-five days. The end of Stathern should see us in Corbek."

She went out into the yard. It was full with men, women, marhaz and
skurrai. The riderbeasts threw their heads back and bugled fiercely. Chains
rattled on the carts, Ortheans shouted, somewhere a child bawled. Dirt
skirled on the wind. The confusion was illusory. Stable I'ri-an were hard at
work, and the troopers had long since got themselves ready, and were
now in the relaxed attitudes any soldier assumes at a moment's notice.

I saw Ruric in close conversation with a commander, Kem, a young
redmaned male. He strode off shouting orders for the placement of the
baggage cart.

"I'll say goodbye now." Adair shook my hand. "If you do find out
anything new, I'd be grateful if you'd send me duplicate tapes of the
reports. How we can be here this long without pinning down the species'
life-cycle, I don't know. You may see things outside the settlement that we
don't here."

"OK, doc. Keep an eye on the shop for me, will you?"

He nodded and left. I'd been to all the diplomatic functions requiring my
presence in Tathcaer and there were no more duties for me in the city.

It was a blustery day, clouds travelling fast on a southerly wind, a haze
on the horizon. Hill-Damarie's stone walls reflected back the early heat.

"The skurrai are going with the cart," Marie announced, appearing out



of the chaos. "T'an, may I ride Oru?"

I wouldn't be needing the black marhaz as a remount on this kind of
journey, and he might as well ride it as ride on the cart. He was
astonishingly competent, for a kid.

"Sure, why not. Is Gher ready?"

"Yes. Thank you!" He grinned, and went to get the grey marhaz
gelding.

Gher was placid because he was stupid. I was becoming attached to the
riderbeast but having ridden him round Tathcaer, getting some of the
stiffness out of my muscles, I was still dubious about riding him for days at
a time.

I was checking the straps of the baggage roll behind the high-backed
saddle when Haltern came by. I had the micro-recorder and the sonic
stunner in that pack and I was taking good care of it.

"Be wary," he advised. "The Roehmonde telestres are strange country."

I might have dismissed him as a fussy old woman, but it had token me
six days to recover from the saryl-kabriz poisoning and I still had a high
temperature and a throat like sandpaper.

"You think there'll be trouble?"

He shrugged, then looked up sharply. "The physician, Adair, he spoke to
you of that?"

"No, he just came to see me off."

I hadn't mentioned the poisoning attempt, though naturally it would go
in the report to the department. But that would take over three months to
reach Earth. All my decisions would have to be reached unaided and I
didn't want the xeno-team butting in. I'd warned them to be careful but I
hadn't been specific.

("What happened?" Adair asked when he examined me
for my supposed allergy. "Eat something that disagreed with you?") .

Haltern said obliquely, "At least you're in no greater danger in the
provinces than you are in Tathcaer."

"Under the circumstances, that's not as reassuring as it might be."

"Come back safe, Christie, and soon. The sooner they let your kin loose
on the Southland—" he left the sentence unfinished. The sooner they stop
trying to scare off Lynne Christie? I wondered. I should be used to that
kind of pressure, having been trained as envoy. Maybe there was some



basis for Barratt's gibe about undertrained personnel.

"Goddess give you a clear road," Haltern said. He raised his hand and
waved and was swallowed in the crowd. I realized I was going to miss him
and his knowledge and his half-pretence of timidity. I knew he would be
about his curious unobtrusive business, eyes and ears in the right places to
gather information.

"I think they're ready, t'an." Marie came back leading Oru. He swung
himself up into the saddle. I hauled myself up Gher's cold flank.

I was almost beginning to regret the kid. I had to give him coppers, or
else he'd be tempted into stealing from me, and he'd be with me until he
worked off his fine and his debt—a long time. And now he had started
talking to me, I was hearing more about west-bank Salathiel and the
telestre's chain-ferry than I really wanted to know. But he was tireless and
enthusiastic, and I couldn't dislike him.

Ruric walked back with two children clutching at her legs. She handed
the dark-skinned pair over to her I'ri-an.

"Grief of the Goddess!" she swore good-naturedly. "Terai, look after the
ashiren. Christie, we're ready. She's their milk-mother," she added, seeing
me glance at the young woman ['ri-an.

A sudden pause produced a moment's hush: one marhaz pawed the
flagstones, I heard a child crying somewhere outside the walls.

The troopers mounted marhaz. Most carried cloaks rolled up and
strapped behind the saddles. They wore mail-coats that came down as far
as the thigh, and dun surcoats belted

over the polished links. They mainly favoured curved harur blades, and
a few carried winch-bows. There seemed to be no standard uniform
except for the firecrest of the T'An Suthai-Telestre and the metal
rank-badges carried on their belts. They shouted at each other, laughing
and exchanging insults, and I found it difficult to picture these men and
women fighting.

Ruric kissed the children, then mounted a dark striped marhaz and rode
up beside me. She nodded to Kem. A small drum-frame was beaten, an
atonal pipe wailed and the troop formed up with magical swiftness in ranks
of three: baggage carts in the middle of the troop with the skurrai
packbeasts behind. They moved off behind Ruric and Kem and 1.

There's something about cavalry on the move. The hollow multiple
sound of hooves on stone, echoing between high walls; jingling of
harness, creak of leather, the hissing of the marhaz: there's a rhythm to it.



I glanced behind at the bobbing heads and wondered what it would be
like to face them at full gallop. They'd cut through a crowd like butter, I
thought, as we came off Crown Way and down into the city; and I had
some intimation of how deadly they could be.

"T'll miss the old city," Ruric said affectionately. She rode heel to heel
beside me.

"And your ashiren?"

"Yes, of course—but they're not Orhlandis telestre," she said. "Herluathis
and Iric are being fostered with me from Vincor telestre. And my Rodion is
being fostered in Peir-Dadeni."

Down through the narrow passages, just wide enough for the baggage
carts, between high blank walls. Past alleys that stank. Past the fishmarkets
and the beastmarkets, odorous and noisy. Then out onto the
embankment, riding under the shadow of the city wall—twenty feet high
and a dozen thick—down to the Sandferry Gate.

"We'll ride ahead when we get out of the city," Ruric said. "The
troopmaster knows the route I've planned."

Sandferry is an old stone bridge, with carved piles. The river runs crystal
over orange gravel. A fine lace-like yellow weed floats just under the
surface.

Ruric reined in to let the troop pass. Gher sidestepped, and skittered in
a circle before I could bring him round.

The air was colder, blowing up from the estuary. Downstream, Beriah's
Bridge began the south-eastern Melkathi road. Upstream, the city walls
followed the bends in the river, and I could see four more bridges. There
were fewer people here. It was peaceful to sit and look out over the lush
water meadows to the hills of Ymir.

We followed the troop out of the shadow of the wall, into the fierce
sunlight, across the bridge.

I turned in the saddle. The city's white walls flashed back the early
diamond light. I heard bells, and saw the full sails of a jath ship in the
estuary, and the pennants flying from the grim Citadel.

I would have ridden a gallop back to the docks, begged a shipmaster to
sail me to the Eastern Isles and stayed on that desolate rock until the next
ship came from Earth—if I'd been able to foresee what was going to
happen to me before I entered Tathcaer again.

"It'll be easy riding this first day," Ruric said. "The Hanathra telestre lies



about twenty-five seri east of here, they'll guest us for one night."

The troop rode behind and below us as we climbed the track into the
hills. They were making good speed, considering that the baggage carts
must slow them down.

"Should we wait for them?"

"No. Crown law holds pretty well in these parts." She managed the
striped marhaz one-handed, reins looped up on the saddle, controlling it
with pressure of heels and knees. Gamble, she called it; a lively
sharp-horned beast. "When we get into rough country the troopmaster will
send scouts ahead. But you were thinking someone would try and follow
up that poison?"

"It had crossed my mind."

"I can't say it won't happen." Her grave eyes met mine. "There's no
knowing the truth of it. Haltern names SuBannasen—though she's gone
back to Ales-Kadareth now— and I believe him. But there'll always be such
things. We're all players of the game."

"What reasons do you have for suspecting SuBannasen?"
"My own," she said shortly.

We rode on in silence for a time, with the heat shimmering over the
blue-grey mossgrass, and the lizardbirds calling their metallic notes. It was
difficult to tell where dust-starred hill ended and star-dusted sky began.

"Sorry," she said at last. "That was a hard year, the uprising in Melkathi,
and it's with me still. Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen has her own reasons for
hating me and for striking at me through you. And since you're an
Offworlder she may prove your enemy too."

"I was wondering where I came in." Some of the black resentment in
me spilled over. "I suppose at least I'm having some effect here—no one
ever tried to kill me on any other world."

"No one ever—" she cut off. "Christie, you must come from a strange
world. You bear no harur blade, and I've heard you called coward but I
don't believe that's true. You have your own weapons. And yet it's so
different.”

Gher balked at a slope, and I brought him round and thumped my heels
heavily into his ribs. He turned his head and glared reproachfully from
wide-set eyes.

The Orthean woman said, "When I was your age, I'd birthed a child and
fought in four uprisings."



There was a challenge there. Even allowing for the difference between
Orthean and standard years she was barely a decade older than me. I
grinned. "Sounds dangerous. I prefer travelling—light years from
Earth—and seeing new worlds. Of which, by the way, I've set foot on
three so far."

"Hei! You sound like Geren. He'd sooner sail than fight."

The track wound on into the hills, chalk dust going up from under the
marhaz split hooves and whitening boots and britches. The mossgrass
made a tight blue-grey carpet. It was high, empty country.

"I'm the same as you," Ruric said, "a small piece in a large game.
There'll be other T'’An Commanders after me, and other envoys after you.
Which is good. We can't judge a world by you. And you can't judge the
Southland by a Roehmonder priest or a Dadeni rider—or even a Melkathi
woman."

The day wore on, and the dust the troop kicked up hung in the heavy
air. There was no wind in the hills. It was hot.

Ruric leaned back in the saddle, hooding her eyes and staring directly at
the sun. The Ortheans can look on the face of their Goddess, their
mysteries are mysteries of the light and not the dark.

"Nearly noon," she said, with the radiant shadow of the sun still in her
eyes. "We're making good time."

As we crested the next rise I saw we had only come up over a spur of
the hills, and not crossed the hills themselves. They swung away into the
north-east, ranging into the distance, hullbacks sharp against the sky.
Above them rode the scatter of day stars that Southlanders call siriye after
the starmoth. They dotted the sky like flour.

We crept across the landscape like flies. Six hundred miles, I thought.
And I could drive that comfortably in three days.

The feathery lapuur grew up to the foot of the downs like a sea. In the
stillness of that day-starred noon, they were a slight but ceaseless
movement. As we rode down under the trailing ash-pale ribbons, they
shrank back. Thermosensitive. I put up a hand to brush them aside, and
the fronds that slid from the marhaz's cool flanks for a moment curled and
clung to my skin. An automatic reaction to body-temperature: but I
shivered. It's never far, that tension endemic to being on alien sail.

I saw clearings and the smoke of settlements, and fields of grain further
off. In some areas they were burning off Stubble, but when we came
down off the hills the grain was standing heavy and amber beside the



road. Ruric leaned down from the marhaz to pick a stalk, offering me one
of the double-headed ears, and we rode on chewing the bitter kernels and
spitting out the husks.

We dropped back after the midday stop for food, and rode with the
troop. They were in a straggling line, talking and singing.

"Ceremonial visits are easy duty," Ruric commented, "even if it does
mean riding to such Goddess-forsaken outposts as the Skulls Garrison.
They're alert enough when there's need for it."

Whoever compiled the xeno-team's language tapes hadn't

spent their time round the Hill-Damarie barracks. Their slang dialect was
unintelligible, though from the looks I got I gathered the Outworlder was
being discussed. I made a mental note to question Marie later.

About mid-afternoon it began to cloud up, a wind coming from the
west. Before long it was raining. A few drops spattered down through the
lapuur fronds, there was the hiss of a wood in a rainstorm, and visibility
shrank to a grey circle. I hastily unstrapped my cloak and put it on, pulling
the hood up.

Rain seeped through to thighs and shoulders. I could feel water down
my back, and see it dripping off the rim of my hood. The troop closed up,
centring round the carts; hoods up and heads down, riding with the rain
at their backs. Ruric rode down the column to consult the troopmaster.

The Southland's word for road is the same as their word for boundary.
In the main we were following tracks that marked the borders of telestres.
I watched for a markstone with the Hanathra insignia. The afternoon
passed in the curious yellow light of a rainstorm.

My legs were aching and I had a sore backside and I was as wet as I'd
have been in a river. Gher ambled disconsolately on after Ruric's marhaz. I
kept quiet, knowing my temper was filthy. I didn't even want to think how
I was going to feel once I dismounted. But God knows you can't enthuse
about the wonders of primitive societies and then scream for a jeep when
you have to ride a marhaz in a downpour. The wind blew gustily. We
plodded on. Somewhere behind me, a trooper cursed and spat. I thought
about hot food, hot drinks and hot baths.

"How far now?"

Ruric gave the crook-shouldered shrug that was her trademark. "Two or
three seri. Not far."

"Will Geren be there?"



"He's still in the city. Sadri is s'an telestre, you'll meet her."

Not long afterwards we came to a fork in the road, with the Hanathra
sign on the markstone. By the time we had ridden across the telestre the
rain was down to a drizzle. Ruric rode with Kern, and I fell back beside
Marie and the troopers.

We topped a rise and I saw the household spotlit by the low sun,
against a background of purple rainclouds. At first I thought it was a
village, and a sizable one at that; then I saw that each building was
interconnected, the main polygonal stone building throwing out wings and
offshoots and outbuildings covering several acres of ground. We rode
round past storage sheds and beastpens, and under an archway to a
courtyard the size of a field. The pale yellow stone, lit by the level
westering sun, glowed golden. An antique coping in the centre marked
the well.

A crowd of ashiren came running up, chattering and screeching, and
squat, red-pelted beasts hissed at the marhaz heels as they splashed
through the spreading puddles. Kem called an order, the troop
dismounted and began leading the riderbeasts towards the stables. By
now there were adults with the ashiren, some helping the troopers, some
coming to greet Ruric.

There was a certain respect in the way they spoke to her. She was all
ease on the surface, but it was obvious she was known and had a
reputation.

"Christie," she called, coming over.

I threw one leg over Gher's quarters, slid to the ground, and would
have fallen flat if the Orthean woman hadn't shot out a hand to catch me.

"Jesus wept!" I bent double, rubbing knotted thigh and calf muscles.
"That was the easy day. You wait until tomorrow."

I tried my recollection of Ymirian curses. She laughed, pushed me
one-handed at the main doors, and then we were out of the rain and in a
flagstoned hall. Water pooled round my boots. I straightened, winced.

"We must go round and check their quarters afterwards," Ruric said,
and then bawled at a short stocky woman. "Sadri! Sadri, is there any hot
water in this telestre?"

A squat iron boiler radiated heat. Piped through to the bathhouse next
door, hot water filled a tank that looked to have been carved from a single



granite block. There was the headachy smell of lapuur, that fierce-burning
firewood.

I sat on one of the underwater ledges, relaxing in water almost too hot
to bear. It was bliss. Ruric sat on a ledge

opposite, her cropped black mane floating like seaweed. She ducked her
head, blinked the water out of her veiled eyes, and massaged the stump
of her right arm. It had been taken off midway between elbow and
shoulder, a nub of smooth skin and lumpy flesh that was not ugly, only
wrong.

"Aches in wet weather," she said, ducking her head again, and coming
up blowing water. "That I also owe to Melkathi, and Ales-Kadareth."

"What about Melkathi?" I said. "I ought to know."

"The whole business? Yes, you did. Perhaps this wouldn't have started
so soon, if it wasn't for that."

I occupied myself with the gritty soap. Every fibre of me ached. When I
looked up, Ruric said, "I can't explain it without telling you something of
my telestre, so bear with me."

"You don't have to."

After a silence she said, "I've spoken to your kin. Is it true that on your
world people of the same household live apart, in different lands, with no
disgrace?"

"Yes, it's true." I saw she still looked unconvinced. "Me, for example,
I've lived in several parts of the British Isles. In the south, when my
parents were alive—they died when I was thirteen—and then in London
with the de Lisle half of the family." Without thinking, I added, "They
never exactly approved of the Christies, but they couldn't refuse to take
me in."

"But they were your telestre." She was watching me narrowly.

"My mother's side of the family. The Christies were never quite good
enough for the de Lisles. I suppose I decided to use them, they're an old
diplomatic family; but I'm not sure that they didn't use me, turning me
into another career diplomat." I stopped. I was tired, liable to run on.

"What would we be if we weren't driven?" Ruric said dreamily. "Me, not
a soldier; you, not the envoy. This was your birth-mother's kin, was it; or
your milk-mother or foster-mother?"

"Birth-mother." Orthean relations are complex. "Never mind: tell me
about Melkathi."



Her dark face, seen through wisps of steam, was serious

and open. It was the turning point (rarely recognized) when she
became a person to me.

"You've got the look," she said, "I've got it too, I know. That's what it is
about you Otherworlders. You're amari, motherless. Landless, too."

"I can see how it would look that way."

"And my telestre ..." she nodded, making comparisons. "If we'd had an
Earthspeaker to put us right, it would have been different; but the church
has always been weak in Melkathi. And Orhlandis is a poor telestre, it won't
support more than a score living there. So, like you, I think I was one too
many. And yellow-eyed, too.

"How it was: my father was a wanderer, shipped out from Ales-Kadareth
one spring, came home seven years later with nothing but the clothes on
his back and the babe he carried: that was me. He knew it would
overstrain the telestre if he stayed, so he and his brother and his brother's
sons went to Ales-Kadareth to earn silver. That was the summer of the
White Plague. It killed him. It spared them."

She sat up, rippling the water, soaping her scarred ribs.

"So half my kin were in Ales-Kadareth as I'ri-an for the T'An Melkathi,
who at that time also was from SuBannasen telestre. I didn't know or care
about that. As soon as I was no longer ashiren I came to Tathcaer and
joined the army. I should have gone back. But what can you do?"

"Nothing," I said, remembering.

"The uprising started in Ales-Kadareth. They always do. It's a rebellious
city. The Melkathi telestres are all dirt-poor. If it was me, I'd change the
boundaries, move half the people out, and let the land support the
rest—but there's no going against the church." She sighed, then
continued. "Four years back. I went in with the army, established lines of
supply and laid siege to the city. Sure enough the telestres began to
withdraw support. But 'Kadareth held out. It was bad, four seasons before
the siege broke. In the end I wasn't sure if they'd starve before we were
wiped out by plague—it was a blazing hot summer, and every disease you
can name went through us. I used winch-guns to drop our dead inside
the city walls. That opened them up. There was some close fighting before
the SuBannasen surrendered—that was when I took a cut in the arm and
it turned poisonous. Then I had to judge 'Kadareth by Crown law."

There was no apology in her tone. Looking at her, I believed she'd done
all she said: planned, executed, killed.



"Three of the chief rebels were Orhlandis telestre. What could I do? If I
spared them, it was injustice. But I hated them. Goddess, how 1 hated ail
my kin! And how can you deal with someone justly when you'd like to gut
them like a fish? They pleaded. Then they accused me of using Crown law
to be revenged on them."

"What did you do?" I asked.

"What could I do? They were qguilty. I hung them on the walls of
Ales-Kadareth. And I still don't know if they were right in what they said."

"Sometimes there is no right thing to do."

She was quiet, then said, "But the point of this is, I also had executed
the T'An Melkathi, who was Sulis's brother. She was s'an at that time, but
since became T'An Melkathi herself. Naturally she'd like to see me dead.
This is what you've been dragged into."

"It would have happened sooner or later. I'm a stranger here."

"But she'll leave it, you having gone beyond her reach for a time." She
sluiced off the soap, stood up, and climbed unselfconsciously out of the
bath to get a towel. Unlike most Ymirian clothes, Ruric's had button and
loop fastenings so that she could manage one-handed.

I climbed out and towelled my dripping hair, wiped my face, and found
Ruric staring at me. She looked me up and down. I felt myself getting hot
behind the ears.

"Not one," she said. "Not one scar, not anywhere."
I almost exploded with laughter.

"Let's go and find Sadri," she said, and glanced at me again. "Yours
must be a very strange world. I wonder what I'd make of it?"

Hanathra telestre's main hall was full of people. Besides the household,
which seemed to extend family relationships at least as far as sixth cousins,
and the I'ri-an and the ashiren being fostered, there were also the soldiers
of Kern's troop.

Oil lamps stood on ledges round the stone walls, and firelight gave some
clarity of view beside the six great hearths. It was low-ceilinged, a large
hall where pale yellow stone arches held soft shadows. Tables and long
benches were set between the pillars. The great crowd that there had
been at the beginning of the meal had divided into groups round the
hearths, some talking, some singing—Ortheans sing anywhere, given half
a chance—or passing gossip and getting city news from the troopers. Kids



sat round on soft wirazu pelts, pummelling the guardbeasts or fighting or
falling asleep. You could see from the colours of the stone that the walls
had been rebuilt once or twice, at intervals of several centuries. Where 1
sat, on a bench inside the hearth-nook that was as big as a small room,
the stone was grey veined with blue, old and worn smooth with use.

Marie sat curled up on the furs, staring sleepily into the fire. He was
dazed: it was his first time out of the city. Ruric and Sadri sat beside me,
talking.

I leaned back, aching, savouring the feel of clean dry clothes and
staring up the chimney-shaft at the stars, shimmering in the fire's
smokeless heat. It was that point in a journey that brings mild depression,
when you look back and feel every inch of the journey, every increasing
mile between what's familiar and what's strange. I was the first of my kind
to travel into this unknown country. The thought of that— sensed far off
down the years, at idealistic fourteen or fifteen— had once fired me to
begin a career in the ET department. The reality was at once more
frightening and more satisfying.

Ruric shifted beside me, moving the stump of her arm into the fire's
heat.

"Does it still pain you?" Sadri was concerned.
"NO."

"You were the best," she said. There was an expression between them
that meant they'd had this conversation before. She turned to me. "She
was the best with the harur blades that ever lived in the Southland."

Ruric's answer was that crook-shouldered shrug. It must hurt her to
have that said, I thought, not yet used to the Orthean habit of washing
dirty linen in public.

"I don't know about that. You can't make comparison with the dead
masters who're gone, or with those who're not yet born—but yes, I grant
you, 1 was the best in my generation."

There was no pride or pity in her voice. She made it a statement of fact.

"I have still the harur-nilgiri," she added, and her lips quirked into a
smile at Sadri. "Whether my balance is gone or not, you wouldn't like to
challenge me."

"I would not," Sadri agreed.

The ftre crackled restfully, and she eased a log back into the embers
with the toe of her boot. The sound of singing came from the distant end



of the hall.

Katra Sadri Hanathra was a small woman, no more than four feet ten or
eleven inches tall, with a squat round figure. Her skin was fishpale, and
lightly marked with marshflower dapples. Her grizzled red mane was
cropped short. She had a wrinkled moonface, lined forehead, and wideset
eyes in bags of flesh. There was no telling her age, it could have been
anything between fifty and seventy. She should have been strikingly
ugly—and indeed, with the nictitating membrane over her eyes she
sometimes resembled a comatose reptile— but she had the same open
expression that Geren had, and the same gift of making you feel welcome.

"How's Geren?" she asked Ruric.

"Refitting ships." There was humour in her voice. "I think he's got the
idea of the Western Voyage again—convinced that if the Hanathra can sail
direct west for fifty days, he'll find land."

"He'll be gone a while and come back with nothing, I know him. You,"
Sadri said, with her hand on Ruric's shoulder, "you're his arykei. When are
you going to become n'ri n'suth Hanathra?"

"If we were one telestre it wouldn't keep me in Ymir, or him on dry
land."

"I don't ask you for that reason. You've got good friends here. I'd like to
see you come home here, instead of to soldier's quarters in some garrison.
Don't you agree?" she appealed to me suddenly.

I felt inclined to pretend I knew nothing about it, but that

kind of tact has no place there. As Ruric said later, in the entire
Southland, there isn't enough tact to fill a bucket.

"It wouldn't work on my world, or at least, not the part where I was
born," I said. "Perhaps it would, here. You're used to having milk-mothers
and foster-children and—I don't know—you seem to hold your children
and relatives in common, don't you? It's much narrower on Earth. Either
you belong or you don't."

"It's the land," Ruric said. "I'm Orhlandis-bred, if not born there."

"The land wouldn't matter so much for us," I said, and was momentarily
alorte, faced by alien eyes.

"You never root the land out of you," Sadri contradicted.

"Where you grew up as ashiren," Ruric said, "the first fields and paths
and coastline that you ever saw. The household. You remember your
house," she challenged, "and the rooms, and what was in them, and



where you slept?"
"Yes, of course."

"And the hills," Sadri picked up the thread, "and the way the light fell,
and the winds, and the river, and the paths through the trees?"
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There wasn't too much like that where I was born. No, but I remember
the street and the old bombsites the kids used to claim as their territory; all
of it mixed up with life before my mother and father were killed. If I had
ever got into adolescence while they were alive, quarrelled and cut free, it
would be easier. As it is, I have a child's memories. A child who doesn't
remember the faults, only the good times.

"They feel it too," Ruric said, and I saw her and Sadri watching me.

"Still, you weren't meant for that telestre." Sadri returned to her
argument. "Any Earthspeaker would have told you so. It's no disgrace to
be born in the wrong telestre, and it's the Goddess's will that you go
where you can live best."

"I wasn't born in a telestre." Something of steel flashed in Ruric's voice.
"As I was constantly reminded. I'm amari, motherless, born outside the
land."

"It doesn't matter to us."

"I am Orhlandis," Ruric said, almost brutally, "I am of

Melkathi, I am a Southlander. What would you have me do, Sadri?"
"T've touched scars. I'm sorry."

Dusk turned to darkness, and rain drummed on the small-paned
windows.

"Maybe one day—" Ruric interrupted herself. "Yes, Kem?"

"Only a rumour, T'An." His eyes flicked nervously over me, and he
looked away. "The ashiren say there was a man here earlier, asking if the
Commander's troop were coming here; and as they did not know when we
were coming, they could tell him nothing. He rode off, but they can't say
by which road."

I saw Sadri's glance at Ruric.

"Now is that one of Suthafiori's messengers," Ruric thought aloud, "or is
that SuBannasen or some other fan having us followed?"



7 - The House At Terison

Marie woke me after first twilight, bringing a basin and a jug of hot
water. He knew better than to expect sensible conversation from me at
that hour and so left me to dress, having told me that the T'An Ruric and
everyone else were already up.

Every time I moved, I winced. The inner muscles of my thighs seized
up, and for a while I seriously thought I'd done permanent damage. I
tried to sit on the edge of the bed, yelped, and collapsed back across it.
There was no way I could bend. Dressing was a slow process, mostly
horizontal.

The other beds in the room—it was more of a dormitory— still bore the
warm imprint of bodies. I washed perfunctorily. Unlike the city households,
this had a primitive system of flush plumbing. Somehow I'd expected to
find the city more sophisticated.

Before 1 repacked my baggage I took the sonic stunner out and
strapped on the belt-holster. The laced tunic concealed it. I didn't want to
analyse my motives for wearing it, but it was comforting.

I limped through half a dozen empty rooms, looking for stairs. There
were no corridors, room opened directly into room. Grey clouds were
shifting outside and a pale light filtered in. The place smelled of dust and
old cooking.

Opening one door, I came into a bare room whose walls were covered
in old maps. An enormous iron and glass structure stood under a skylight.
It was a primitive telescope. The lenses were visibly flawed but it was still
beyond anything I'd expected to see on Carrick V. This world might, I
thought, be on the verge of some technological revolution. I studied

the star-charts: complex for summer, less so for the Orthean winter sky,
empty only by comparison.

A spiral staircase went down from one corner of the room and I went
down and found myself at one end of the great hall. Ruric sat with Kem
and his Second, poring over a map spread among the ruins of breakfast.

"—through Meremoth and up to Brinor." She saw me. "Christie, I didn't
think you'd be walking this morning!"

"My legs may let me down yet." I eased gently onto the bench.



They continued their discussion, while I made inroads on the meal. Meat
broth, bread, hot herb-tea; then a fruit with what seemed like sour milk on
it—but there are very few Orthean land mammals—and finally rukshi, land
arthropods.

"It wouldn't be a Crown Messenger," said Kern's Second, a broad-bellied
woman called Ho-Telerit. "He'd have waited, or given word to the s'an
telestre here."

"Someone's got their eyes on us," Ruric agreed.

"T'An Commander," Kem said, "you don't imagine someone's going to
ambush a troop of the Crown's army? We're not thirty seri from Tathcaer!"

"If it were to be done, that would be the way to do it. Where least
expected. But no, I don't think that." Her satin-black finger traced a line
across the map. "I think Sadri can tell any inquirers that we've gone the
way I planned: Meremoth, Brinor, and Salman Meanwhile, let's see if we
can take our follower east a ways, and lay hands on him. I'd like some
answers."

"There's a companion-house near Sherahtha," Kem suggested.
"Right. Let's move." She stood. "Who are your best scouts?"
"Perik and Vail," Ho-Telerit said.

"See if they can pick up our follower."

Not long after that we left, Sadri riding with us as far as the border of
the telestre. It was a bright, starry morning, the road muddy with the
previous day's rain but passable. Warm vapour curled up from the earth,
and with it came the acrid smell of mossgrass and the sweetness of ziku.

"The telestre is open to you any time if you come back

this way." Sadri sat astride her black marhaz. She squinted at me in the
early light. "And remember Hanathra when there are voyages to your
Otherworld—if I can't come, then Geren certainly will."

We crossed another spur of the hills, coming down about mid-morning
into wooded valleys. The slender lapuur gave way to taller, broad-leaved
ziku trees. Bronze-red foliage shaded us from the sun as we followed a
winding track.

Indigo shadows came up from the darkness of the wood. Then the sun
blazed out again, and we were suddenly riding through sapphire light.
Under the bronze trunks of the ziku grew a darker blue species of the
mossgrass. The hooves of the marhaz sank inches deep into it, muffling



their tread. The depths of the wood were azure, bright as the sea, and
over that blue thousandflowermoss blazed the red fire of the ziku. Even
the troop rode silent, the pace increasing slightly, a tension obvious in their
faces. No rashaku sang.

"Before the telestres, it was called the old Commonwood," Ruric said as
we came out into sun and farmland again. "Some say it once marched
from the Fens to the sea."”

Marie made casts with a sling as we travelled and brought down a
lizardbird that Ho-Telerit commandeered for the noon meal. It was the first
time I'd studied one at close hand. Brown plumage flecked the wings and
back but the body was scaled. A thin, wedge-shaped head bore serrated
jaws. It had four clawed feet.

"Rashaku-dya," Marie said. "I used to snhare them in their treeholes
under the Rimon downs. They're good eating, t'an."

It was a long day, and well into the second twilight before we came to
Sherahtha. It was a companion-house on the border where three telestres
met, run by each in turn; a low and sprawling cob-walled building.

"He's been here before us," Ruric said, coming round to where I was
seeing to Gher's stabling.

"The one that's following us?"

"One man can move faster than a troop. And make a good guess as to
what road we're on." She frowned. "We'll keep in the hills tomorrow,
where he'll have to come close to get a look at us, and see if Ho-Telerit's
scouts have any better luck."

We sat by the courtyard window of another shabby companion-house.
Outside, the evening was hot and still. Heat soaked up out of the dry
earth, shimmered over the fields of stubble where hay stood in small,
egg-shaped stacks. They resembled fields of squat standing men. Hills
blocked the western horizon. We'd been riding north-east for two days
after leaving Sherahtha.

"Whoever he is, he knows his business. And he's lucky," Ruric added as
an afterthought.

"They lost him in the woods towards Torfael, T'’An Commander."
Ho-Telerit had just taken the reports from her scouts, trailing dispiritedly
into the yard.

"How far from here?" Ruric asked.
"Four sen. Perhaps five."



"Mmm . . . Yes, all right, Ho-Telerit." She watched the woman stump
off. "I don't like being trailed if I can help it, Christie."

"So?" I prompted.

She spread the map on the window-ledge. "We're here on the northern
edge of the hills. Corbek's way up here in Roehmonde . . . you see the
direct route's still north through Brinor."

"That's where he'll expect us to go." He had taken up a shadowy reality
in my mind, though no one had been able to give us an accurate
description.

"There's a chance Ho-Telerit's scouts have driven him off our track
today. We'll go due east, cut across the heathland." Her wide-spreading
fingers left the map, and it coiled up into a scroll. She scratched at her
black mane. "There's a theocratic house at Terison, we can stop over there
and go north the day after."

I didn't feel half-crippled by a day's riding as I had done at the
beginning, but I was tired and dirty and suffering mild stomach trouble
from the unfamiliar food.

"How far to Corbek?" I asked.

"Two weeks, maybe twenty days. Which reminds me," she said, "how's
your Roehmonde dialect?"

"Almost non-existent." The Southland boasted at least seven distinct
languages not on the hypno-tapes. That didn't

count dialects—to some degree, each telestre has its own individual
dialect; the provinces reflect language divisions more than political
boundaries.

"I was up there about eight years back, doing garrison duty at the Skulls
Pass. I'll teach you if you like," she offered, "and if you don't mind
speaking it with a Melkathi accent."

"I don't mind if they don't."

"They're odd people, the Roehmonders," she said. "It'll be interesting to
see how things have changed since I was there last."

Off the hills, the ground was soft peat covered with the low scrub they
call bird's-wing for the feathery striations on its yellow leaves. The carts
made poor time on the wet track.

"There," Ruric said, as the sun sent our shadows jogging east ahead of



us. "Terison."

The terrain was becoming drier and there were stands of silver-barked
trees. A speck that I had thought was a copse resolved itself into buildings.

"Goddess," Marie whispered beside me, "look at that!"

I shared his wonder: it was different from anything I'd seen in Ymir so
far. There were two or three structures clustered together. No wall had an
angle in it. Above the ground-floor slit windows the walls bellied out to join
with their neighbours and make a single upper storey, The roofs rose into
onion-domes. As we carne closer, I saw the last sunlight give a gold tinge
to the brown brickwork.

"It's an old place, they tell me, but it has a good reputation." Ruric
clapped heels to the marhaz's barrel-ribs and rode ahead. The dust that
was dark on me was grey on her. I saw her reach the outer wall and stop,
speaking with someone, and then dismount.

Marie stayed close to me, even when the marhaz were taken for
stabling. He had his sullen look again. It masked what was almost a
superstitious awe of the ancient structure.

It was dark inside the curved entrance arch: brown brick walls and grey
stone flags. I stood with Ruric and Kern, accustoming my eyes to the
gloom. Several ashiren came in while we were there. They wore
chirith-goyen smocks, with a

length of cloth wrapped apron-like round their waists. As they came in
they went to the shallow troughs in the stone floor, stood in the water
there and washed the dirt from their bare legs and feet. The cloth-apron
was used to dry them and thrown into a stone basin. The children gave us
bird-bright glances but didn't speak. Ruric seemed content to wait.

The curved arch framed an enamel-blue sky. Palmate leaves the size of
dinner plates hung on a vine there, and tiny crimson grapes in fist-sized
bunches rested against the bricks. Between us and the smooth arc of the
outer wall were strips of cultivated land. A bell began to toll somewhere in
the building—comfortingly familiar, after Tathcaer—and a dozen or so
older ashiren came in. With them came a tall woman and a stocky man.

Ruric stepped forward and bowed. "Goddess give you good day. Is it
possible to claim guest-right for myself and my people?"

"Our house is open," the man replied. He wore a priest's skirt. "I'm
Rhiawn. This is Branic."

Ruric gave our names and set Kem to looking after the troop, and we
entered the Wellhouse at Terison.



The passages curved and re-curved, the roof was a round arch, even
the stone floor was worn concave by use. There were no lamps here, but
we passed ashiren lighting torches in wall-brackets. There was a smoky
tang to the air.

"We've many guests now, at harvest time," Branic said. She was a head
taller than any of us, and had a permanent half-stoop from the nearness
of the ceiling. "Some of you may have to sleep in priest's cells, fee guest
rooms are full."

"The roof of the Goddess over us is comfort enough."” Ruric used the
formal inflection for that politeness. Obviously there was no preferential
treatment here, even for the T'’An Commander. I was too tired to worry
about what they'd make of me.

We came into a round well-lit room filled with tables and benches. The
noise warned me before I got to the door: thirty or so ashiren yelling and
chattering. There were stares when we entered but they soon lost interest.
Other Ortheans there looked to be from fanning telestres.

"You're just in time for evening meal," Branic remarked,

and she and Rhiawn left us to find seats on the crowded benches. The
food was served by them, with help from the older ashiren.

Perhaps it was tiredness: as I ate, I seemed again to be among the
half-animal humanoids that the Ortheans at first resembled—especially the
light-boned children with their slender many-fingered hands, and their
blurring eyes. A failure of empathy. It was easier with adults, I thought.
The harsh-faced Branic, she could have been human. And that woman
beyond her, the one so obviously pregnant. And that man—

The man I was looking at turned. His face was horrifically scarred.
Maric, who'd followed my gaze, said, "Goddess! that's an ugly one, t'an."

I hushed him. The Orthean male was fair skinned and yellow-maned,
broadshouldered and tall. It looked as though he'd been burned—all one
side of his face was a red-and-white patchwork. By some miracle he still
had the eye, bright in its nest of ruined flesh. Where the burn vanished
into the hairline, his mane had grown back silver.

I thought about plastic surgery and, as an extension of that thought,
Ruric's missing arm; and it brought home to me the fact that Orthe
needed us. Culture shock or not. You have to be practical.

The meal finished, the benches and tables were shoved back against
the walls and a brazier was lit in the centre of the room. The ashiren
settled on the floor in groups, talking, some playing a variant of the



Southland game called ochmir. I saw Rhiawn putting two benches
together, and a folded blanket over them, and the pregnant woman lay
down there close by the fire. The party with her were bawdy, boisterous.

"Is she all right?" I asked Branic.

"She's come to the Wellhouse for the birth," the Orthean woman said,
as if that explained everything. "The Goddess keeps an open door. For
them, too," she said as one of the ashiren brought wine. "Runaways, most
of them."

"But don't you send them back home?"

"You can't take a child from its mother," she said, with the inflection that
turned "mother" into "Goddess." "The land's poor here. We work harder
than most of the surround-ing telestres. A lazy one knows running here
won't help. The other ashiren must have their reasons."

But they're children! I wanted to protest, and didn't. The young of the
species weren't childlike.

A little later T went with Marie and Ruric to oversee the transfer of
baggage to our rooms. These were separate small cells with hard beds,
buckets for washing, and a pisspot under the bed. Ail the residents of the
house shared the same discomfort. It was simple, primitive, and (I
thought, looking at the worn stone floor) perhaps because of that, it had
survived for a good long time.

"T must have a word with Kern before tomorrow," Ruric said, and we
went with her back to the round hall—and walked into chaos.

Most of the people there had given up their various occupations of
talking and drinking and ochmir, and were paying close attention to the
woman on the benches. She cried out once, then grunted, breathing
hard. They called encouragement, crowding round. Those closest to her
were breathing in her rhythm.

"Jesus, isn't there anything they keep private?"
Ruric's head turned. I realized I'd spoken aloud.

"Nothing's private in the one telestre," she said, sweetly reasonable.
"And we're all one telestre in the Goddess's house."

"But they haven't even sent the kids out!"

She looked at me as if I was mad and I shut up. If I was shocked, it was
culture shock, or maybe species shock.

"Hold her up—"



"Ready!"
"—be careful—"

The woman didn't scream, but she grunted as if she were being kicked.
I saw her head tilt back. A dark-skinned male was gripping both her
hands. Branic, kneeling at the foot of the bench, threw blood-stained
cloths into a basin.

The woman yelled. The younger woman squatting beside her stood up,
cradling a bloody mass. I bit my lip. It was a child, and it was covered in a
thick membrane.

The young woman, with a practised gesture, hooked her sixth finger
and slit the membrane with her claw. The baby

choked and then gave a thin squawl. My throat constricted. It was tiny:
much smaller than a human baby.

By the time the woman had washed it—she must be a midwife, I
decided—the second and third were born, and free of their membranous
cases. I felt sick. It was a shame Adair wasn't there, I thought, he would
have appreciated it.

"A three-birth," Rhiawn said beside me, and pointed at the younger
woman. "Kyar will nurse them until Gabrit's milk comes in."

Adair had said milk was always late with Orthean females. I had a
glimpse of how that bound them in interdependence: there must be large
family units, there must be milk-mothers and foster-mothers.

I fully expected the mother to be put to bed, but within a short time she
was sitting by the fire, wrapped in blankets. She and the father and the
milk-mother were each holding one of the babies, swapping them round
occasionally. Branic came back with more wine, and everyone present
gave some wish for the future, and before long it had turned into a party.

"Are you all right?" Ruric said to me impatiently.

They were an appallingly tough and hardy species, I thought. I nodded,
and took the next mug of wine that passed.

The window was visible only as a dark grey slit. Darkness filled the room.
I lay awake wondering how long it was to the dawn bell. The bed was
hard. I still wasn't used to that. I'd be glad to get to Roehmonde, I
thought. Travel here was dirty and insect-ridden and uncomfortable.

Wood creaked.



Several seconds passed. Simultaneously with my realization that, as the
floor was stone, it must be the door, came another noise. A harsh
slithering hiss.

I held my breath and willed the blood to stop pounding in my ears. The
noise had been the drawing of a harur blade from its sheath.

Silence.
Could I be wrong? Of course: nothing could possibly happen here.

The stunner was in its holster, flung down on my bags in the far corner
of the room. My belt-knife was there too. And

I couldn't pretend, now, that I heard nothing. There was someone in
the room.

I sensed movement. Then the window was obscured. All in one
convulsive movement I slid out of bed, hurled the rough blanket in the
direction of the window, and ran. Something caught me a crack across the
shins. I stumbled, grazing-my hands on the stone floor, and something
whipped past my head and thunked into the doorpost.

I reached up and a red-hot iron bar slammed into my palm. I snatched
my hand back, yelling. Silence was my enemy now. I heard distant shouts:
I was cold with fear, hatred, relief. And I'd marked myself as a target.

Footsteps.

Definite, slow, shuffling; a little to the left of me. I held my breath and
crabbed sideways until my shoulder touched the bed. Flat to the floor, I
did a half-roll and reached up to touch the slats of the wooden frame.
Safe, safe, safe! If I could keep quiet. Absolutely quiet. Whoever it was
didn't have a torch. They expected to find me asleep. Something tickled
the length of my forearm. I shrunk down.

"Christie!"

A yell down the corridor. In the room the footsteps went back and forth,
then the door creaked, then there was silence. I didn't move. A flickering
yellow dazzle appeared in my vision. I wondered if I was going to pass out.
Then the edge of the door and the brickwork became visible, shadows
jumped, and I realized that someone was running down the corridor with
a torch.

"Christie?" Ruric shouted.

I crawled out from under the bed, dust clinging to my shirt, bare-legged
and feeling vulnerable.

"There—I think there was someone in here."



"Think? Don't you know?" She jammed the torch in the wall-bracket and
came across, grabbing my hand. I yelled. Bright drops spattered.

"I didn't see." The blood fascinated me. It had run down my arm to my
elbow—that had been the tickling sensation. My hand felt as if it had been
hit with a hammer. There was a deep slash across the palm. I must have
put it up and run it into the harur blade.

Ruric abruptly left the cell. There were more torches: Branic, Rhiawn,
Marie, and Ho-Telerit appeared. Time disjointed. I sat down while Rhiawn
bathed and bandaged my hand, and breathed deeply, and steadied
myself against rising hysteria.

My hand was a raw sharp mass of pain.

"You're lucky," he said, "it hasn't touched the tendons. You'll keep the
use of it."

He let go of my hand reluctantly, staring curiously at it. Hadn't he seen
the difference before? I thought, and laughed shakily. It was my right
hand.

"Ruric—" I said. She came back into the cell.

"You've no idea who it was? Were they heavy or light, quick or clumsy?
Was it harur-nilgiri, harur-nazari?'

"I'm sorry, I—it was too dark—I don't know."

Branic stormed back in. I hadn't seen her go. She towered over Ruric,
furious.

"Your soldiers refuse to let me outside! There are drawn swords
everywhere. In the house of the Goddess!"

"Theocratic house or not, it's under martial law." Ruric was cool. "I've
directed my commander to put guards on all doors, at the stables, and on
the outer gate. I want no one leaving here. Ho-Telerit, wake anyone who
isn't already awake and get them assembled in the hall."

Rhiawn left with Branic. I sat on the bed, just beginning to take in what
had happened. Ruric seated herself beside me.

"Have you any ideas?" Her hand was on her swordhilt. I saw where her
gaze went.

"I don't believe it was the kid."
Marie looked up, scared. "It wasn't, t'an."

Ruric didn't look convinced. "Come along to the hall, Christie, there
might be something that triggers your memory. You might recognize



someone. No, the ashiren too. Ke walks in front of me."

I laced my britches, not bothering to put boots on, and followed Ruric
back through the winding passages. Kem met her outside the hall.

It was while they were talking that I remembered the medical kit. It was
in the cell. So was the stunner. I wanted

the use of both, and I should have remembered before. I was slipping:
that annoyed and scared me.

I left Rune there, going quietly back down the corridor. It wouldn't take
a minute, I thought.

I walked into the room and onto the point of a blade.

8 - Assassin

I went down as if I'd been dropped, already rolling, and caught him
across the shins. The unfinished thrust took him forward. He fell, twisting.
We came up facing each other. It was the man with the scarred face. He
had his back to the door, hamr-nilgiri still in his hand. Unarmed, I fell
automatically into the ready position, as if this were a practice bout.

He cut. Incredibly fast. I swayed, let it slide past me. Balance. Too slow.
The sleeve of my shirt snagged, the cloth turning red like blotting paper
soaking up ink. Adrenalin pounding. Watch the eyes, the eyes and not the
blade!

Grey light. Stars. No chance to turn and grab the stunner lying in the
cell's far corner. Silver light sliding on metal. The cautious sighting for a
skewering thrust. He's angry. I'm unarmed. I've dodged his cuts and
slashes: yes, he's angry. Good. And I move right—

Metal skids across brickwork. Panic: no! but it's all I can do to back off
safely. Out of reach. How long before I'm cornered: not long. Now: the
feint, the circling, eye and eye. The ferocity of the dance.

And thrust.

I can't get close and throw him. No chance, not one-handed.
(Concentrate: ignore the raw pain there.) He's stronger than I am, can't
hold him.

And the razor-edged thrust—



Caught between two walls, cornered. And if I knock his arm aside, the
return cut will take me just between the ribs, blunt and hollow-sounding
as a butcher's cleaver; and I can't hold him.

Not fear: certainty. You fucked it up, Christie.

Coming for me quick, no place to move to, can't move; taking me high
in the chest, is it, or the throat, or—

So I came forward and saw the surprise on his face. Left-handed, not
blocking the thrust but catching his wrist, pulling him forward.

The blade slid over my shoulder.

Still gripping his wrist, and the point slammed into the wall. There was a
sharp sound clear in the air that—except for hurried breathing—was silent.
Ugly: a snapping sound. His hand still tangled in the grip. A moment of
numb stillness, neither of us believes this.

He shook his hand free of the guard, dropped the blade, and slammed
through the door. Anger took over: utter, cold, and certain. Total:
destroying all training and thought. So that I had the door open and was
running down the passage, yelling, no, screaming with hate; the stunner
in my hand and no recollection of picking it up. Running and firing
left-handed, but the corridors twisted: I couldn't get a line on him.

He kicked another door shut in my face, and I swung it open—a
dead-end room, trapped him. But someone hung on to my anti and
shouted, then I was freed and someone caught me a tremendous clout
across the head.

"Christie, stop! Stop!"

I stood still, shaking, frightened at myself. I hadn't expected to tap such
reserves of fear and fury. Careless, I thought. Jesus Christ, use your
brains, can't you!

Fear and fury: the time I was beaten up when I was a kid, the time I
was followed home by a gang of youths, hugging the street-lit centre of a
dark road. The child's fear, and the woman's. And the same snarling
reflex: you touch me and TI'll fucking kill you!

"He's claimed sanctuary!"

"Ruric?" When I wiped my face, it was wet. Things focussed. The dark
woman gripped my arm.

The door opened on a domed room, white plaster walls reflecting star
light from a skylight in the roof. The man knelt beside a low circular rim of



stone. Light reflected from the well water onto his twisted face. He cradled
his swelling

wrist. Broken: I saw the jutting edge of bone under taut white skin. His
eyes watched me with blank hatred. I raised the stunner.

"You can't kill him, he's under the Goddess's care," Ruric insisted.
"I'm not going to kill him. Just knock him out."

"You can't touch him!"

"Don't tell me what I can't do."

"T'An Commander—" Kem came running up and stopped, taking in the
situation. I heard others coming, it must have taken a very short time, that
clash: the razor-edge of circling metal, and the fear.

It was almost like a practice session back on Earth, unarmed combat
against the blows of a wooden staff. There, a mistake meant bruises. And
here ... the shirt-sleeve stuck to my arm, where the hairline cut was
already dry. I, couldn't seriously believe someone had tried to use a length
of sharp metal to kill me.

"He's under the Goddess's protection," Ruric repeated. Rhiawn and
Branic came up, others following them. Kem and Ho-Telerit kept them
back.

"You mean to say that because he's standing there—in that room—you
won't touch him?"

"In a Wellhouse? I can't. I've gone far enough as it is. Even as T'An
Commander I'd be in trouble if I did more." She glanced over her
shoulder. Rhiawn and Branic glared at her, stiff-faced. "Suthafiori would
back me, but she doesn't need me making trouble between her and the
church. She had enough of that bringing you here. No, I think I've got to
leave this one."

The palm of my hand ached bone-deep. I was afraid. Wounds* turn
septic. Ruric had had an arm amputated for something not much more
serious in its beginning.

"I'm not bound by your laws. I won't kill him. But I'll bring him out."

She didn't let go of my arm. "If you use Witchbreed weapons in the
house of the Goddess—"

"It's nothing to do with the Golden Witchbreed, it's a coherent sound
amplifier!"

"I know that. But anyone between the Wall and the Inner



Sea will call you a liar. It's a pity you can't handle the harur blades."
There was acid mockery in her tone.

"I have no intention of walking in there with half a yard of butcher's
knife and you know it." And it occurred to me that if he'd had time to draw
harur-nazari as well as harur-niigiri when I surprised him, I might not be
having this argument.

"Unwise, in any case: if you upset the church it won't please your
government or mine. The man isn't stupid," she said, loosing her grip on
me, "It was only bad luck that he didn't kill you the first time."

"Bad luck?"
She abandoned her temper. "His. And our good fortune."
"I'm glad you think so."

She looked at the man, who gave no sign that he heard us. "T'll leave
Ho-Telerit and her people here, keep him penned in. He'll either give in or
attempt escape, in which case she can bring him along after us."

"He might get away. At least find out who he is, who sent him."

She shrugged, but stood in the doorway and asked questions. He never
moved or answered. She came away, signalling to Kem, who placed
guards at the door.

"I'd say he's a hired sword, Ymir or Rimon by his clothes— that style of
harur-nilgiri is south-Rimon. Picked up in Tathcaer and set to trail us,
hoping for a surprise kill."

Now it was finished I was experiencing a tight knot of tension in my
stomach.

"Whoever it was, SuBannasen or another, won't try that again," Ruric
continued. "Not with us ready for it. And we'll have their name out of him
soon."

"So we carry on to Roehmonde?" I couldn't see any advantage in
returning to Tathcaer.

"We do. We're formidable enemies, when we're ready." She smiled at
me, not maliciously. "Even you, S'aranth"

It was an epithet I'd heard the troopers use, but after Terison it had a
different tone. Marie translated it as "swordless" (with the implication it
held of being ashiren). I remembered what Geren had said, a long time
ago: it's the one thing that might tell against you. All Southlanders ac-

quire use-names. Ruric was Yelloweyes. From then on I was Christie



S'aranth.

I carried the pain of my hand while it healed, but I was disturbed by the
violence of the response it had called out of me.

The sedatives could take the pain away, but nothing could make me
sleep the rest of the night. After a while, when it became apparent that
there was no use trying, I lay and watched the patch of sky visible through
the window: the moving stars, the dulling to first twilight, and the gradual
unstoppable lightening of dawn.

I felt ... not afraid, not angry, not shocked or excited: but as if I had
been woken up to the degree where sleep was no longer a human
necessity. The effects of shock are the same, I think, whether its origins
are good or bad.

Terison was lost in the early morning haze. The mist pulled back from
the arch of the blue sky. We rode over peaty heathland among bird's-wing
scrub and thousandflower-moss. Light flashed off siriye webs white with
dew. There was a cool wind, a smell of damp earth, and the harsh calling
of rashaku. The morning was painfully bright, lack of sleep beginning to
make itself felt.

"According to the map we can pick up one of the Old Roads north of
here. That should speed up the pace." Ruric's heels dug into Gamble's
hide and the marhaz edged closer to Gher. In a low exasperated tone she
said, "Sunmother's tits! What's the matter with you? You're acting like a
woman after her first fight/'

"I—well, yes, I suppose it was."
"You're seriously telling me—"

"That was the first time I ever put combat training into practice.
Somehow I never expected to have to." Gher hissed, reluctant to pick his
way through boggy ground, and I reached forward and scratched
between his horns. "I don't know how I feel about it. Your people treat me
differently. ..."

"You've to expect that." She was shrewd. "Up until now they've taken
you and your kin for overgrown ashiren. Now

they know you're the same as us, it's just your methods that are
different.”

The man's scarred face stayed with me. That, and the noise that bone



makes when it snaps.
"I'm not a violent person."
"Nor I," said the Orthean woman, "and never when it isn't necessary."
"That's what the T'An Commander says?"

She laughed sourly. "I'm no bloody-sword barbarian. I play the game to
keep us out of wars. But when I have to, I can finish one in my favour
faster than anyone alive. That's why Suthafiori made me TAn
Commander."

We lost some time before noon when the cart bogged down in wet
ground, but after that we made a good pace and came about
mid-afternoon to stands of lapuur trees and level ground. Ruric called a
meal break.

"There," she said as we walked out from under the yellow-green fronds
of lapuur. "The Old South Road."

At first I thought it was only flat land, and then I saw that it ran straight
as a ruler towards the low ridges of the north. South, it vanished under
the wet earth. A strip of hard ground some thirty feet wide, it made a
cutting through the distant ridges.

"The 'Breed made roads where it suited them, and not where it suited
the land," Ruric said. "Kem won't like travelling on that but I want to make
up time."

I walked over for a closer look. Digging down with a belt-knife, I found
some six or eight inches of soil and then rock. When I had cleared enough
for a good look, I found a smooth, flat surface of blue-grey stone; a stone
that I couldn't begin to scratch with the knife. There was a line too straight
to be a crack. Two stones butted together that couldn't be pried apart:
this was a paved road.

"Have you finished grubbing about in the dirt?" Ruric asked, strolling
back from her meal. "We're ready to go."

"Yes. No. How long has this been here?"

She shook her head. "Legends say since Sandor's time, the last
Emperor. I don't know. Way before the fall of the Golden Empire."

Three, maybe four thousand years. I stood up and brushed the mud off
my knees, appalled at antiquity.

"If we—" she stopped, staring back across the heath. "Ho-Telerit. That
was quick. Slow down, woman, you'll have your marhaz in a pothole! Wait
a minute—only six riders?"



She ran back towards the carts. When I got there, the troopers were,
dismounting, and Ho-Telerit stood with an unhappy look on her broad
face.

"You're swift," Ruric commented.

"We left only a short time after you," she admitted. "We lost him, T'An
Commander."

"How?"

"He was missing after the mid-morning bell. My people say he never
passed them. I believe them. There's more than one way out of a
Weilhouse, T'An, especially if you've a priest's aid."

"Branic," Ruric said, hand hooked in her swordbelt. "That
flare-tempered, landless woman Branic!"

Ho-Telerit nodded. I said, "You mean she let him go?"

"Let him? She likely gave him a marhaz to go on. And she knows I can't
lodge a complaint, things are touchy enough as it is with the church." She
frowned, then shook her head. "All right, Ho-Telerit. Kem, I want us
moving, right now."

"Was Branic paid?" I was getting as paranoid as an Orthean.

"No, I don't think so." She whistled Gamble. Marie came over with Gher.
"That was to let me know they don't like harur law in a theocratic house.
And there's nothing I can do about it. Let's move. The further away I get
from these southern conspiracies, the happier I'll be."

The Old Road took us north for two days, almost eighty sen through
desolate moorland. On the third day we crossed the Tulkor river where it
joins the river Turi. We came into low hills and flame-red ziku forests, and
turned north-east to follow the Turi up into northern Ymir.

It was strange country to ride through, almost deserted. If it hadn't
been for a few cultivated fields I could have believed it uninhabited. We
travelled many seri before coming across

one of the castle-warren-like telestres, and long intervals before we
passed any others.

I got into the rhythm of the journey: rising at first twilight and riding
until the stars rose, with a break at noon to eat. Sometimes we had
guest-right and slept in a telestre, sometimes in one of the infrequent
companion-houses. But as we went further north the troopers often made
open camp, setting up tents and lighting fires like born nomads. If there



were no telestres for supplies, the scouts did more hunting than scouting.

On Stathern Firstweek Fiveday we arrived at Salmar, usually admitted to
be the northernmost of the Ymirian-speaking telestres. It was the
fourteenth day since leaving Tathcaer.

"I like to break a journey," Ruric observed, as we walked through the
fields of Salmar. Hives stood in rows under the sheltering bird's-wing
scrub: hives of the chirith-goyen clothworm—or at least, two or three of
the several hundred varieties of that species. A lot of the northern telestres
are chirith-goyen harvesters and weavers. And if not the clothworm, then
the becamil web weaver-beetles.

"But I'd not have done it if I'd known. Mother!" She chuckled. "A
five-birth and a three-birth within days of each other—no wonder they're
busy right now!"

I pictured the total breakdown that would have produced in any family I
knew. But the Salmar community, a telestre of nearly two hundred people,
was managing nicely.

"It's all right for you," I said, "having your kids in quads and quintuplets.
We have ours one at a time!"

She was thoughtful. "I had a single-birth."

The intense sun shone on the chirith-goyen webs. We walked across the
rnossgrass, back towards the stables.

"How many births, then, would you have in a life?" Ruric sounded
startled.

"Without preventive methods? It's been a long time, but ... my
great-great-grandmother was the ninth child of a family of eighteen."

She stared. "I wondered how there got to be so many of you."
"And you?"

"Two births," she said, "perhaps three; or sometimes only one. Not all
will live."

That confirmed what Adair had told me. Allowing for accident, disease,
and primitive medical standards, I doubted Orthe would ever have a
population problem. I made a mental note to add quarantine restnctions
to the suggestions in my report.

"I saw Elmet's three," I said, "they looked healthy. But three girls at
once, that's a handful."

"There's the father and the milk-mothers to help. She'll probably stand



as milk-mother herself to some of the five-birth." As we came into the
stable yard she stopped and faced me. "What do you mean, girls?"

"They were, weren't they?"

"They're ashiren. How can you tell what sex ke will be until ke are
adult?"

That simple. Standing there in the sunlight, with the hissing of marhaz
and the burning odour of the smithy: I thought, Adair, you only had to
ask. . . .

"You mean your young are born sexed?" Ruric was incredulous. "Born
adult?"

"You mean yours aren't?"

There was one of those silences that ensued whenever we tripped over
species differences. Marie passed us, leading Oru, and waved to me
cheerfully.

"HO_"

"Ke's about a year off change," Ruric said. "The ashiren usually develop
into adults around fourteen, that's why they're prone to sickness about
that time. Christie—if your ashiren are born sexed, how can you tell when
they're adult?"

"There are changes. Nothing that drastic." I studied Marie, where he
stood holding Oru's head while the smith lifted a back hoof. Something in
the mouth, the eyes . . . yes, I could see him as a girl. But my first
impression of him as male contradicted that.

I could see Marie as boy or girl, but I couldn't do what the Ortheans do,
see ke as neuter. It was either/or. And, realizing that, I knew why the
xeno-team hadn't seen it. It was not a view one ever questioned.
Either/or.

Nothing is private in the one telestre. And somehow I seemed to have
become part of the Southland, while Adair and Eliot and the others
remained isolated in Tathcaer.

How can you bring up a child if you don't know what sex it is? Some
reactionary part of my mind protested. But I realized the question was
nearly as meaningless to me as it would be to Ruric, and I let the subject
drop.

After Salmar we left the hills behind. The land was flat and fertile,
broken by winding streams, and there were many of the tri-vaned



windmills that the Roehmonders use. We rode winding tracks between
grain fields now harvested to stubble and stacks. This part of Stathern was
fine, but the nights were getting chill. Still going north, we crossed tawny
grassland where double-horned skurrai grazed, and were two days
travelling between amber mossgrass and eggshell-blue sky with only the
hissing bellow of the beasts for company. The telestres were large, the
Ortheans more reserved—or perhaps it was just that my Roehmonde was
worse than my Ymirian— but they granted guest-right to the T'An
Commander of the Southland.

Hills broke the horizon again as we came to the beginning of the
Roehmonde forest telestres. The tukinna are tall and spindly, grey-green,
with crooked branches and rosettes of tightly-rolled leaves. Nothing grows
under them but mossgrass and gold-enfern. The telestres depend either
on timber or hunting for survival. We made camp in clearings, and kept
fires burning at night. The silence of the brilliant starlight was broken by
snarls and cries, and the metallic whooping of rashaku, but we were too
large a party to be attacked.

The slash across my palm healed. I rubbed salve in to make it flexible,
and took painkillers when necessary. Perik, one of the scouts, offered me
ataile leaves to chew. I refused, not being sure of the effect on human
metabolism. She and I often rode together, and Marie and another scout
named Vail rode with us. There was some discussion about unarmed
combat, which I demonstrated, and the finer points of harur swordcraft,
which she attempted to teach me. We were neither of us good pupils.

Markstones were infrequent but we managed to keep to the right track.
Ruric was determined to press on in the good weather. Six days brought
us through thick forest to Remoth, where gaunt hills went up towards the
east, and we skirted

west of them through steep river-gorges. The next night brought us to a
companion-house at Temethu beside the river Beruth.

"Look," Marie said. "Too far for bow-shot, but I suppose we don't need
to hunt now."

Down between the tukinna frees I saw first curving backs, then raised
heads, and then—in the instant before flight— grave, spindly beasts as
large as skurrai. Their back fur was rich brown. They rose on strong
haunches, tiny front legs drawn up to their scaled chests; they were
almost black against the sunlit gold-enfern. I saw them bound away under
the trees.



"What are they?"
He touched the brown pelt on Oru's saddle. "Wirazu."

The path curved closer to the river and there was no use talking, the
thundering water made it impossible. High, forested gorge walls rose on
either side of us, and the daystars were bright in the narrow strip of sky. A
fine spray hung over the rocks.

I rode up beside Ruric, Marie following me. He was smart in clean tunic
and polished boots. The troop hadn't left Temethu until noon, being
occupied with cleaning gear and grooming marhaz, and putting on the
long-saved last clean change of clothes. Ruric wore a brown becamil cloak
embroidered with gold thread, and all her rank-badges gleamed on her
belt. I'd had to compromise, you can't ride a marhaz in a formal skirt. I
settled for formal Earth jacket and Ymirian britches.

We crossed the river by a broad stone bridge, riding down a track that
was paved where the gorge widened. Clumps of blue thousandflower
rooted in the shale. Tukinna furred the high slopes, rising out of the damp
shadow. The river ran quietly.

I rode, hearing that wine-glass reverberation: wind in the scrolled leaves
of the tukinna. There was a disturbing metallic taste in the air.

Smell is the keenest way to memory. I paused, and what came flooding
back was the heat of summer streets before I

was five years old. To recall that warmth, then to open eyes on the pale
northern shadows . . .

and realize that river dampness was bringing me the
previously-unnoticed odour of tukinna, and that the smell of this alien
vegetation was identical to the road-tar that melted in yellow Earth
summers, and ran in the gutters of childhood.

Even the most basic certainties can change, form again into something
strangely new.

The road made a sharp turn north.

It was Stathern Secondweek Nineday, twenty-six days since we left
Tathcaer, the fastday before the autumn solstice. I rode over the bridge
where the Berufal meets the Beruth and entered Corbek.

PART THREE



9 - Hospitality of T'An Roehmonde

"Christie?"
"I'm out here."

Ruric appeared beside me on the balcony. She was wearing one of the
long sleeveless Roehmonder coats, unbuckled and showing the rich zilmei
pelt lining. It was a chill morning, even in the room behind me where the
brazier's embers glowed.

"I thought I'd tell you, I'm leaving after the solstice feast tonight. Going
up to Path-of-Skulls in the morning."

"I didn't think you'd go so soon."

"I want to talk to the garrison commander, Asshe. He's an old friend of
mine." She leaned on the wrought-iron balustrade, gazing out over
Corbek. "I want to know what he makes of all this ... of course, the
garrison gets its supplies from the telestres north of here, but he comes
down to Corbek on occasion. And I've got to make the official visit in any
case—the Barrens are quiet, and he thinks the barbarians are planning
another series of raids.

"And Corbek?" That was the crux of it.

"You saw it when we came in! There was always a problem here, even
eight years back when I last saw the place, but never—never—this bad."

Corbek lay spread beneath us, its clusters of towers and domes in pale
grey stone. Frost whitened the wrought-iron gates and balconies. Carts
jolted through unpaved lanes. From here it was just possible to see over
gentle slopes to the watermills along the Berufal, and the barges on the
Beruth. Thick early morning haze hung over both rivers like cotton

wool, the horizon was grey, and it was only at the roof of the sky that I
saw pale stars and sunlight, Hidden—but not forgotten, sharp in my
mind—were the wooden shacks and mud-rutted slums where the rivers
met.

"There are always a few landless men and women," the Orthean woman
admitted, "and it's inevitable that they drift into cities, I suppose. But so
many—and with ashiren! What's the Wellkeeper thinking of?"



"What could a Wellkeeper do?"

She swung round, her back to the sheer drop. "Send Earthspeakers to
find out why they left their telestres! Find new telestres that they could
become n'ri n'suth to. Apprentice them as I'ri-an in the city! What else are
Wellhouses for?"

She paced the stone tiled floor, apparently oblivious that she was
barefoot to the cold. Her single hand sought and rested on the hilt of her
harur blade. When she looked at me again her opaque eyes had cleared,
and she relaxed.

"Sorry. Why shout at you, after all? But I don't like to see this, and I
wish you didn't have to either."

"I haven't seen real poverty on Orthe before, no. But I was bound to
meet it eventually."

"Is it so inevitable, then, for you?"

"Yes, I think it is. And I can remember when there were no beggars on
the streets of London. Corbek's slums, for all their dirt-poverty, at least
function."

'The line of sunlight crept down the face of the bluff, brightening the
windows and balconies of the rooms built into the cliff. Our shadows fell
sharp and black against the half-circle arch that opened into the room.

"How long will you be away?" I asked.

"Say, eight or nine days riding north, and I'll have to stop over a few
days. . . . Expect me early in Torvern Forthweek, if the weather's good."
Her preoccupied expression returned. "I'll send one of the troopers south
now, let Suthafiori know how things stand here. Not that she can do
much."

"Maybe T'll ride back to Tathcaer with you," I suggested as we went into
the low-ceilinged room. "I should have finished here in three weeks' time."

"Yes, why not," she agreed.

I never made that ride with her.
X X Xk

The Roehmonders ring their day bells in chimes. The cascade of the
sunset bells died away across the city. I finished brushing my hair quickly,
standing before the full length mirror of beaten silver. I couldn't help
smiling: the deceptive light of Carrick's Star had tanned my uncovered
arms and face, but the rest of me was pale. I was piebald. The
snake-texture of the Orthean skin doesn't tan.



Formal dress again: dark skirt and jacket, the price for coming to a
civilized city. But I was glad to be there, glad not to be on the open road
with dirt and bugs and no hot water.

I went down the flights of stairs that honeycombed the cliff, inside and
out, to where Marie waited with Gher and Oru. We rode along the muddy
lanes to the end of the bluff. It was a seri or more to the T'An
Roehmonde's household. Our breath steamed on the air. Semi-circles of
light shone from the arches above us. The last of the season's siriye floated
in the chill. Ruric rode up on Gamble, coming from the river side of the
city, not inclined to talk much.

The descending line of the cliff face merged imperceptibly into the walls
of the T'An Roehmonde's household, and we turned and rode through a
tunnel hacked out of the rock. Coming out of the low arch, we were in the
natural amphitheatre formed at the side of the bluff, in a vast courtyard
surrounded by domed buildings and round towers. The main doors of the
hall were open, spilling light out into the ornamental pools and fountains;
and when I looked up past the carved facade of the hall I could just make
out the dome of the Wellhouse that crowned the bluff.

"Marie," Ruric said quietly, as we dismounted, "you're I'ri-an for the
envoy tonight in the hall. Just keep your ears open in the kitchens, will
you?"

He nodded, taking Gamble's rein and leading the other marhaz away.
"What do you think he's going to hear?" I was curious.

"If T knew, I wouldn't ask." Then she grinned. "Ail right. He'll hear
whatever won't be said within earshot of the envoy, the T'An Commander,
or the T'An Roehmonde. Which might be useful."

The game again, I thought. The omnipresent game of intrigue played
within the telestre, or between telestres, or between cities — and perhaps
between worlds, now.

"T'An Commander." A plump Orthean male met us, bowing. "T'An
envoy. Please, come this way."

He led us through an antechamber and into the main hall. I recognized
him from the reception committee of the day before: he was middle-aged,
and unusually overweight for an Orthean, with a dark mane receding into
a crest. The Roehmonder dress — long tunic, loose trousers tucked into
short boots — was topped in his case by a wirazu pelt, and a belt studded
with gems the size of hazdnuts. His six-fingered hands were clumsy with
rings, a beaten silver chain hung round his neck, even the hilts of the



harur-nilgiri and harur-nazari were thickly ornamented. The name
surfaced after some digging in my memory: Verek Howice Talkul. Talkul
was currently the ruling telestre in Corbek.

"Ruric!" An elderly man came forward and gripped her hand, looking
her up and down.

"T'An Koltyn."

"Ah, you sober southerners,”" he remarked, taking in her plain dress. Her
only ornaments were the rank-badges on her belt. "I give you greeting.
You also, envoy. Come: sit with me."

He leaned on Howice's arm as he walked. Telvelis Koltyn Talkul, T'An
Roehmonde, was the oldest Orthean I'd seen. His mane was white and
sparse, his eyes half- veiled, and the flesh seemed to have shrunk onto his
bones. Narrow chin and broad forehead: the Orthean face was not very
human, studied in that condition.

"Sit" was a misleading term — the Roehmonders ate reclining on low
couches. We made our way between them. Knowing Ymirian,
Roehmonder had not been too hard to pick up. Koltyn's pace was slow, he
stopped often to introduce other members of the telestre. Names filed
themselves in my memory. There were over a hundred people in the hall,
from ashiren to the old. And all one family: brothers, sisters, uncles,
mothers, cousins, n'ri n'suth: the linkage of a telestre is inclusive and
complex.

A great firepit was sunk in the middle of the hall, and

I'ri-an walked on a level below us, turning meat on spits. Howice helped
the T'’An Roehmonde down onto his couch, and we all took couches round
him. I noticed a prevalence of brown robes, both Earthspeaker and
Wellkeepers. Marie came over with wine for Ruric and 1.

"Verek Sethin Talkul," Howice introduced the group. Sethin was a thin
woman, neither young nor old. "My sister. Sethin Falkyr, her son. The
Earthspeaker Theluk. The Wellkeeper Arad."

Falkyr was a neat cold man in his twenties, Theluk a dark-maned
woman somewhat older; and Arad a contemporary of Howice, lean where
the other man was stout.

"Theluk?" Ruric said as the I'ri-an were bringing round platters. "I used
to know a Theluk n'ri n'suth Edris up at Path-of-Skulls, a few years back."

"I was your Second one winter, commander—T'An, I mean." The
woman shifted, embarrassed for a moment. "The year the Simmerath
nomads attacked."



"I remember. Eight, no, nine winters back. Yes. And vyou're
Earthspeaker now, and not Edris telestre?"

"Since six years ago. I was called. I mostly work down the east coast,
but I've come upriver for the winter."

"For the winter, was it?" the Wellkeeper Arad remarked, and the woman
veiled her eyes. The food came round, and I heard Ruric quietly asking
Theluk about conditions in east Roehmonde, but didn't hear the reply.

The I'ri-an served great steaks of wirazu and zilmei, with root vegetables
and black bread, and later fish from the coast, and hura clams from the
river. I ate lightly and drank hardly at all, wanting a clear head. There's no
Orthean tabu against talking business over a meal, indeed I sometimes
think it's the only reason they eat together.

Iron stands held candles by the score, black iron wrought into
eye-bending loops and curves. Candlelight glinted on rings and
arm-bracelets, on harur blades and buckles, and on crystal beads braided
into Orthean manes. The stone floor was inset with patterns. It was warm
where we were, by the firepit, but people had pulled their couches away
from the chill at the doors.

"You had a long journey, envoy," Howice said, as the

second wine came round. "How long does it take, travelling between the
worlds?"

"Ninety days from my world to yours. Our days are shorter than yours,
though." He seemed satisfied. I wasn't going into details of FTL ships—the
FTL drive is instantaneous in any case, it's getting far enough out of a
star's gravity well to use it that takes the time.

"And to send word to your home?"

"The same." There's no altering that, until we get a transmitter that
works through trans-light space.

"A long exile." He shook his head, sympathetic.
"I'm glad to be here."
"And your telestre!" Sethin asked.

Orthean questions fall into a pattern after a while—what kind of telestre
do we live in, why do we live apart from our families, what land do we
hold (the term "owner" passed out of my vocabulary), what weapons do
we carry; how many ashiren do I have, who is my arykei, who is my s'an
telestre, what is the custom of "marriage," what is the Earth court like? I
talked to Sethin without more than my average number of mistakes in



Roehmonder terms and inflection.

There was an odd tinge to her skin, and sepia shadows under her
clouded eyes. A little later she excused herself and left, and I saw Howice's
eyes follow her anxiously. The old man, Koltyn, appeared not to notice; he
was conversing with Ruric. I realized Sethin was a sick woman.

"No doubt we seem primitive to you." There was an edge to Howice's
voice. "You and your kin who travel off the world doubtless have easier
methods of doing things. Mining, for example. There are many forest
telestres who'd like to hear of your methods of mining metal and quarrying
stone."

"I'm not an expert on that science, I'm afraid," I said, taking closer
notice of the man. "One of my kin—my colleagues—in Tathcaer would be
better qualified to tell you that."

"Would they come here?" he asked.

"It's possible." Ruric interrupted her conversation with the T'An. "Once
Suthafiori's had Christie's report. I don't agree with it myself, but—"

"You don't agree?"

Howice's pounce was indecently quick, I thought. His layer of charm was
convincing, but very thin.

"Don't get me wrong. I approve of Christie." Ruric grinned broadly at
me. "I even like some of her kin in Tathcaer. But letting her people—who
we don't know at all—loose on the Southland, that I'm not so sure about."

I hadn't been able to change her opinion. I wasn't sure that I wanted
to. Orthe was a definite case for making haste slowly, and my reports were
being coloured by that fact.

"We've much to gain by meeting Christie's people, I'm sure." Howice
was urbane. "Though we're poor in Roehmonde, and have besides the
Wall to guard, and tribes who envy us and would take what little we do
have."

"There again we come to methods," the young man, Falkyr, said
sardonically. "Your people have weapons, I would suppose, that put our
harur blades and winch-bows to shame?"

Howice gave him an angry glare. He was lean and crop maned, Sethin's
son, with something of a detached manner.

"None that we'd bring here," I answered him, watching the quickly
hidden greed on Howice's face. "It's our strictest law,"

"So you carry no swords between worlds," Arad's deep voice said, "and



yet you carry news of people who do not live by the Goddess's ways, and
that may be fully as dangerous."

I said, "I can only tell you the truth."
"Who said the truth wasn't dangerous?" Falkyr demanded, and laughed.

"Lies, also," Theluk said softly, looking at Arad, "and mostly they are
dangerous to the liar."

There was a circuit of hostility between them, Howice and Arad, Falkyr
said Theluk; something they were aware of that we didn't know. I caught
Ruric's eye. She gave a meaningful glance at Koltyn.

The T'An Roehmonde was propped up semi-reclining on cushions,
staring abstractedly at the firepit. I put it down to old man's vagueness.
Then I saw the thin thread of saliva leaking from the corner of his mouth.
The membranes covered his eyes completely.

"The T'An sleeps," Howice said, calling a I'ri-an who half-carried Koltyn
from the hall. "You'll excuse him tonight, I know, he is an old man and
weary. I'll return in a moment."

There was a brief hush in the hall as they left, and then the flutes
picked up again, and there was singing over on the other side of the
firepit, where the ashiren sat. Under cover of pulling the benches closer
together, Ruric leaned over and spoke.

"Sleeps? That old man's senile! I couldn't put my finger on it till a while
back, but when we were talking he thought it was nine years back, and I
was commanding the Skulls garrison. Goddess!"

Her expression was pity mixed with disgust.

"He can't know it, can't realize it himself, or he'd renounce being T'An
Roehmonde. But what's Talkul telestre thinking of? They must know he's in
no condition—"

She broke off as Howice rejoined the group.

Theluk and Falkyr had been arguing heatedly for some minutes, and it
was in the silence accompanying Howice's return that the argument broke
surface.

"—nature of the Goddess—" Theluk stopped abruptly, with a glance at
Arad.

"The Goddess being incarnate, then, on earth," Falkyr pursued, as
sceptical as I'd ever heard a Southlander be. "In every generation?"

"Alive, and human," Theluk said eagerly. "Sometimes knowing Herself



for what she is, and sometimes not aware but living as we live. And as
liable to be a Roehmonder as an Ymirian, a woman of Kasabaarde as a
man of the Rainbow Cities."

I was all for staying out of religious arguments, but just then Falkyr gave
me a superior smile.

"I suppose, then, that when She's here," he said, "She might very well
come as an Otherworlder?"

There was an intake of breath from Arad. I swore mentally, cursing
Falkyr. It was his way of annoying the Wellkeeper, but I didn't want it
rebounding on my head. This was something to stop before it stated.

"It's very unlikely, surely?" I said.
"But possible," he needled Theluk. "You said She is not always aware."

"It's a question for the church,”" Arad said harshly, "and I agree with the
envoy. In any case, the question is only ever settled with hindsight, after
several generations."

"You can answer me a question without waiting generations." Ruric,
distracting attention, stirring up trouble. "The slums between the two
rivers—eight years ago they weren't there, just a few landless men and
women living round the barge-docks. Now there are shacks from the
Berufal to the Beruth! What's happening?"

Theluk stared challengingly at Arad and I saw Falkyr watching with
hooded eyes. Howice was apparently unaware of the whole discussion.

"The same problem, T'An Commander. The landless." Arad was equally
as hostile as Ruric. "All the rogues and ruffians turned off their telestres
come down to Corbek, and some ship out to the coast, and some stay and
rot. What would you have me do, T'An, drive them out with swords?"

"If the telestres can't care for their own, they need looking to. In any
case, the church has a duty—"

"And has performed it," the Wellkeeper snapped.

"Are they all landless?" she asked, with that particular inflection that
means Goddess as well as land. She was thinking of the ashiren, I knew.

"If a man or woman leaves their telestre, there must be a reason," Arad
persisted with the vehemence of an orator. "We do not pick out of the
dung-heap those who are too evil for even their own households."

He glared round. People avoided his eye. Theluk looked as though she
would have spoken, but then lowered her head.



"People must stay on their telestres." Arad's gaze went past me to where
Marie was pouring wine. "When I was young, the ashiren didn't expect to
be fostered hundreds of seri from home. We weren't made to become
I'ri-an in other households. We stayed on the land where we belonged,
forging the link with the Goddess. Now these rootless wanderers come to
Corbek and expect us to take them in. No! Let them rot where they have
chosen to be."

Ruric turned on Howice. "Does Koltyn agree with this?"

Faultlessly polite, Howice said, "I'm afraid I can't discuss the T'An's
policies in his absence."

Not long after that, the hall began to clear. Marie whispered that he was
staying to help with the cleaning, and I agreed that he should. Ruric went
off in Theluk's company, and Howice—I wasn't surprised to see—spent his
time soothing the Wellkeeper's temper.

"Sanctimonious landless amari!" Falkyr said under his breath. Then he
saw I'd overheard and shuttered his eyes. Abruptly he said "Ride out with
me tomorrow. I know the city. And you might as well answer my questions
as theirs."

"I might as well," I agreed, cheerfully.

"I thought you'd gone," I said. "The troop has."

"T'll catch them up on the road. I've sent Ho-Telerit south," Ruric added,
"but there's something needs doing before I leave Corbek."

"Marie brought me your message." I looked behind. The ashiren was
holding the reins of Gher and Oru, and Falkyr was just dismounting.

"Don't worry about Sethin Falkyr, he'll do as a witness." She turned,
walking up the muddy lane. She wore a blue becamil cloak thrown back
from her left shoulder, letting the drape of the cloth conceal the pinned
sleeve and stump of her right arm. You wouldn't automatically have
recognized the T'An Commander.

"Did you talk to kir?"

"About the I'ri-an! Yes." Marie had come home late die previous night,
very puzzled. "He says they're afraid, but doesn't know of what."

"Being I'ri-an has a bad name in Corbek—and I don't know why."

Ruric stopped where a blank wall was broken by an ornamental gate,
waiting for the young man to catch us up.



"T'An Commander." Falkyr was cool, unhurried.

The iron gate swung open, and I saw Theluk in the shadow of the
archway. She squinted up at the starbright autumn sky, eyes half-hooded.

"It's nearly time."
"We're ready." Ruric caught the challenging stare of Falkyr,

and bowed, and ushered us both through the archway ahead of her.
We crossed the tiny courtyard, and Theluk pulled open a heavy wooden
door.

"Small, for a Wellhouse," Falkyr commented, "but a better-known one
would not have suited you so well, perhaps?"

"Wellkeeper Uruth, here, is my friend," Theluk said.

"And so lets you have the use of his house. What it is to have friends,"
he said ironically, watching Ruric.

The room was small, domed, the stone walls lime-washed. A slot in the
dome let in late morning light. The circle of the well mouth was black. We
stood in a luminous twilight, except for one patch of white sunlight that
showed dust on the floor, and flakes of lime.

"Who comes before the Goddess?" Theluk spoke formally.
"Lynne de Lisle Christie," Ruric said.

"Who stands as her second?"

"T'An Commander amari Ruric Orhlandis."

"Who stands as witness?"

Ruric glanced at him. "The son of Sethin sees this."

"T witness it," Falkyr said grudgingly. "If you bring me here to see your
fool trick, I suppose I can't deny I've seen it."

"I'm not sure what you're doing," I said, "but are you sure it applies to
an offworlder?"

"If it applies to those outside the Southland, it can apply to anyone. And
there may come a time when you need to answer yes, if they ask you if
you've been recognized by the Goddess."

I couldn't back out. Ruric had that look of abstract determination that
meant she was plotting in advance of events.

"It's time," Theluk said, approaching the well. The black water's surface
was motionless.



There was a soundless explosion of fight. I flung up one arm against the
glare, and when I lowered it the room was pearl-bright with rainbow
coruscations. Bells chimed across the city. The noon sun struck down
through the slot in the dome, hit the surface of the well water, and
dazzled us with luminosity.

"Here is Your daughter from a far—" Theluk hesitated "—a far world.
Receive her name."

Ruric's hand in the flat of my back pushed me forward. Theluk bent and
dipped her hand in the well, lifted it dripping clear fire. She touched her
wet fingers to my forehead, and both eyes. Momentarily I felt her
heartbeat through her fingertips, the difference of her hands.

"The Goddess knows you," she said, "Lynne de Lisle Christie."
"Witnessed," Ruric said.

"Witnessed," Falkyr echoed reluctantly.

Outside in the courtyard, I was still breathless and dazzled.

"If you need me, t'an, the Wellkeeper here will know where I am,"
Theluk said awkwardly to me. She gripped Ruric's hand, and then made
haste to swing the iron gates shut behind us.

"You think that will have any practical value?" Falkyr challenged Ruric.

"The point is, it's done, and I'm grateful." I wasn't entirely sure for
what, but her intentions were obvious.

She smiled, yellow eyes hooded. "Torvern Forthweek," she said. "But
you can always send a message up to the garrison. Though, knowing you,
you won't need to."

We walked down to where Marie held the marhaz.

Gher splashed mud as we cantered up beside the Berufal river. One of
the rare autumn rainstorms had swept down the river valley and this was
the first time in four days that we'd ridden outside the city.

The road was a morass. Shacks crowded close to it, sprawling wooden
structures with board-tiled roofs. Some were old and disintegrating. In
other places new, round, box-like rooms had been tacked on, two and
three storeys high; staircases wound between them. Clothes hung on
ropes strung between buildings. Steam went up into the rainwashed
sunlight. The pig-like red guardbeasts, kuru, rooted in the dirt. Drab-clad
ashiren played in the mud, or sat on steps blankly watching us ride by.



"You'd think they'd go," I said. None of the structures were temporary.
"Why don't they leave?"

Falkyr shrugged.

"This doesn't happen in Tathcaer." It was my only other point of
reference.

"They don't belong." Falkyr delicately edged his marhaz closer.
"To a telestre?"
"To anything or anybody."

I'd been in the Southland just long enough to appreciate how atypical
that was.

"Can't they go back to their telestres!"

For the first time in the several days I'd known him, Falkyr had no
mordantly witty or sarcastic answer.

"There are certain new laws from the church. You heard Arad. We are
not to leave our telestres without very good reason." He didn't look at me.
"Having left for no better reason than that living there was impossible for
them—they can't go back. And no one follows old custom and takes them
in n'ri n'suth, or I'ri-an."

"Because they're afraid?" I guessed.

"If it were Arad alone—or even the T'An alone—" His head came up and
he straightened. "T'll give my uncle his due: more people are prosperous
because of it, because of keeping to their telestres and working; it's better
for Roeh-monde."

"But some people pay a price."

His eyes hooded. He smiled. "There's always a price, t'an. Even your
world's marvels come with a price on them, I'd say."

He was formal again, irreverent and laughing; but I'd had a glimpse of
an unhappy man. He'd said: leaving for no better reason than that living
there was impossible. . . .

Was it impossible living with Howice, with Sethin, with the sick old man?
I didn't ask. Loyalty is to the telestre. He wouldn't answer.

It was Torvern Firstweek Sixday, the day I returned to the T'An
Roehmonde's household to find another guest. A gaunt white-maned
woman, whom I regarded for several minutes before I recognized her
from our one previous encounter. Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen, T'An
Melkathi.



10 - Arykei

SuBannasen was seated in a high-backed chair, her silver-headed cane
resting against its arm. Facing her across a small table was Sethin, and a
young woman sat in the window seat breast-feeding a baby.

"Excuse me," I said, "I was looking for t'an Falkyr. Sorry."
"No, don't go, come in." Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen beckoned.

"I was just leaving," Sethin remarked. Her face paled as she stood up.
"You'll excuse me if I don't finish our game, Sulis."

"Yes, of course." The old woman sounded concerned.

"It's time for the ashiren to sleep, anyway. Jacan," Sethin called the
young woman.

The window of this tower room looked north across the amphitheatre at
the foot of the cliff, high enough to see across the city to where flat plains
descended into cold haze. It was unusual in the Southland to have that
exterior view. Thick, leaded glass kept out the chill.

SuBannasen watched Sethin and the woman leave. She frowned,
shaking her head.

"It's a great pity," she said, almost to herself, "and she's a good woman.
Will you be seated, t'an Christie? Do you play?"

A hexagonal ochmir board was set out on the table. It is the perennial
game of the Southland, played on two hundred and sixteen triangular
divisions of the board with an equal number of double-sided counters.

Unlike our games it is not based on territory but on manipulation. The
counters are double-sided (traditionally blue-on-white and white-on-blue)
and are of three kinds: the ferrom, the thurin, and the leremoc. They are
drawn sight-unseen from a bag in the course of the game. The
object—which can take a remarkably long time to achieve—is to have all
the pieces showing one's chosen colour.

To turn a piece, it is necessary to place a majority of one's own colour
into the minor hexagons formed by any six of the board's triangular
divisions. The minority pieces are then reversed to show the opposing
colour. Now add to this that ferrorn may be placed and not thereafter
moved, that thurin may be placed and afterwards move in a limited



fashion, and that the rare leremoc can be moved as desired.

Add also that, as thought will show, the pattern of minor hexagons
within the board is shifting, overlapping one. And that what is on the
obverse of a ferrorn may not be another ferrorn, but thurin perhaps, or
even leremoc. . . .

And you begin to see that ochmir is a game of labyrinthine and almost
limitless complexity. Mobility, not rank; manipulation and not territory: the
themes of interdependance and control are central to the Southland mind.

I knew just enough about it to see that Sulis had been winning.

"Thanks, no," I refused her offer, "I'm not very proficient at the game
yet."

"I sometimes think it can take a lifetime to master all the intricacies."
She smiled as I sat down opposite her. "I'd heard you were here, and
hoped we'd meet before I left."

"You've come up from—" I remembered the name of her Melkathi city
"—Ales-Kadareth?"

"I had a ship due to sail up the east coast, and then came upriver by
barge. I'm a little old for rough travelling on Roehmonde roads—and land
travelling is uncertain, they tell me. Besides, the sea is quicker." There was
amusement in her hooded eyes.

"The marhaz riding is tiring, yes." I should have come on a ship, I
thought, and then I wouldn't be in danger of becoming permanently bow
legged.

"But I wanted to see you," she repeated. Her chicken-

claw hands closed over the knob of her cane. She leaned forward. 'The
last time we met, I was—a little formal, perhaps. Not because of yourself,
envoy; but I dislike the company of grubby intelligencers."

She was genuinely apologetic. There's no proof it was her behind the
attacks, I thought. But no proof it wasn't. In this half-civilized land there's
no lack of candidates. And yet if it wasn't SuBannasen, who was it?

"I don't know if you have plans," she went on, "but after you've finished
here, perhaps you'd like to come south with me to Melkathi. I'm here
because of my daughter's child Beris—ke's old enough to foster in the
Roehmonde court— but I shall be going back towards the end of Torvern
Thirdweek."

"Fostering seems to be out of fashion here, lately."
"This was a previous arrangement of long standing. Howice ..." her



brows quirked up. "I have no mind to let Howice Talkul spoil my
arrangements. And Koltyn was my friend."

Despite myself, I was liking the old woman. But I wasn't anywhere near
ready to trust her.

"It's a kind offer, T'An Sulis. Perhaps we could talk it over again when
you're ready to leave, and then I'll have a better idea of what I'm going to
do."

"Certainly. I hope it's possible," she said. "My old bones won't put up
with Roehmonder winters. They're bad for the health—so cold. But winters
in Melkathi are mild. You'd find it much more comfortable there."

I wanted to ask: is that an offer or a threat?

She reached out and fingered one of the leremoc counters. "I might
even have the time to teach you how to play ochmir."

I came back one noon from riding with Falkyr to find Marie in a state of
excitement.

"You've got a visitor, t'an." He was grinning.
I pulled the embroidered hangings back and went into my rooms.
"Hello, Christie."

"Haltern!" He gripped my arms. I must have knocked the breath out of
him, thumping him on the back. "Hal, I'm

really glad to see you. When did you get here? What are you doing
here?"

He laughed. His boots were muddy, his becamil cloak threadbare; I
guessed he'd not long arrived in Corbek. There was some truth to Sulis's
jibe about grubby intelligencers.

"You can't have met Ruric's messenger," I calculated. Ho-Telerit had
only been gone fourteen days.

"I met no messengers." He took a bowl of herb-tea as Marie came back
with them. We sat on the couch beside the brazier. "Suthafiori sent
me—the Goddess only knows why it was me, I loathe the provinces—after
she'd had a report from an Earthspeaker."

"That wouldn't be Theluk, would it?"
"Some such name."

Suthafiori would send Haltern because she trusted him and I knew him.
And because, although Theluk had been opposing Arad before I ever



arrived, I couldn't pretend my presence wasn't disruptive.

"I'm just going to nose around quietly," Haltern said. "But what about
you, did you have a good journey up here?"

"Oh lord, you don't know about that, either! We've got a lot to catch up
on. And you must tell me how Tathcaer is."

"Better than the bug-ridden north," he grumbled.

Marie scavenged round the kitchen and brought up food, and we were
still talking when the midnight bell sounded, and the boy was curled up
asleep on the pelts in front of the brazier.

"Unarmed," Haltern said as I finished my story. "Unarmed and against a
hired sword!"

Displaying the pink healing scar on my palm, I said, "I did that too, if
you remember."

"There you are. Normally it takes years of training to be able to cut
yourself like that."

I laughed so hard I woke Marie up.

"I've talked enough, I'm going to bed." Haltern stood. "For an envoy,
you make a good intelligencer; you notice a lot of what's going on."

Some of my guesses, then, must correspond with Theluk's report. I said,
"There's one other thing. Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen is here."

"Is she, now? That's interesting. Yes."

I reminded myself, there are private feuds going on here that you know
nothing about, envoy, and they might have nothing to do with you. You
might be justified in trusting the T'An Melkathi.

"It's possible I'll go to Ales-Kadareth," I added.

His eyes opaqued. After a moment, he said, "Have you made a decision
yet?"

"I'm still considering it."

"You know your own job best. But I should think about it carefully," he
advised. "Yes. Very carefully. Goodnight, Christie."

There was the usual round of meetings and dinners in Corbek, meeting
the s'ans from the Roehmonde telestres. Often as not, Howice or Arad
were there, and there was always a large number of brown-robed priests.
I found the Roehmonders asked far less about trade than the Ymirians,



and far more about technology. I visited some of the mining telestres to
the east with Sethin Falkyr. Falkyr seemed to have appointed himself the
envoy's companion, but his contribution was mostly sarcasm. When I went
looking for Haltern, Marie told me he was staying anonymously in the city.
No doubt keeping his mouth shut and his ears open, I thought.

The weather turned cold, with heavy frosts, and the first snow fell in the
dry air, powdering the domes. I found nowhere warm in all of Corbek and
went round bundled up in one of the long zilmei pelts. Falkyr laughed at
me for a southerner.

"You and your world of marvels," he said ironically, one afternoon. We
were in his high tower room. He was dividing his attention between
teaching me ochmir and trying to understand Earth, and as a result doing
neither particularly well. "With engines to take you through the sky, and
do your work, and keep you warm—and no doubt bury you when you're
dead. What do you find to do with yourselves?"

"Much the same as anybody else." I moved a thurin into a minor
hexagon, giving me a 4-2 majority. His two pieces, reversed now and so
mine, proved to be thurin and ferrorn respectively. "Your move. And when
we've got bored with

our machines, we come and see how you live—and remember how
lucky we are."

"Are you sure you haven't played this before?" He regarded the board
suspiciously.

"I'm sure."

He got up and crossed the mosaic floor, bringing a wine jar back to the
table with him. I refilled my bowl. He came round behind my chair,
studying the pieces from my point of view.

"But you are different," he said, as if completing a train of thought. It
was unexpected, then: one hand that lifted the weight of my hair, one
hand that stroked the bare nape of my neck. Smooth, instead of the
Orthean mane. There was the shock of desire: flesh calling to different
flesh. Some of my feelings over the past days were abruptly clear to me.

I looked up and saw his face human, not cold, hot sarcastic; only
asking—as we all ask—not to be hurt.

I saw him as human: it's the penalty of being an empath— and the
reason why, although we're extremely useful to the ET department, they
don't altogether trust us. Inside your head you are not man or woman,
young or old, Western or Third World. So now I couldn't see the two of us



as human and alien, but only as Lynne de Lisle Christie and Sethin Falkyr
Talkul.

Falkyr with that brilliant, bitter mind; who moved with all the dangerous
Orthean grace, who was born an outsider in his own land; it was
inevitable.

"Christie," he said, "are we to be arykei?"

"That ashiren took long enough finding you," Haltern grumbled. I was
surprised to see him there in the main hall. The evening meal was just
finishing.

"Don't blame Marie. He had to come over to Falkyr's rooms."

"Sethin Falkyr? Yes, I've met him." Haltern's expression underwent a
sudden and total change. Then he grinned.

"Is it that obvious?" It seemed that it was. I was cheerful. "Don't worry,
Hal, it's all being done according to the arykei custom."

"Congratulations." He, like Marie, appeared to regard it

as cause for public celebration. Being no Southlander, I wanted it kept
quiet.

"What did you want to see me for, anyway?"

"What? Oh—yes." He became serious. "There's been a message
received from the Skulls garrison. Ruric won't be leaving for a while. She's
il."

"How bad is it? Serious?"

"Just a fever, from what I've heard, but they won't move her. The t'an
Howice intends one of his physicians to ride up there and make sure it's
nothing bad."

I was quiet, taking it in; almost guilty to be happy while the Orthean
woman was sick.

"Should we ride up there?"

"It's a week's ride ... if the next rashaku-carrier brings no better news,
I'll go," Haltern said.

"I'll come with you."

But the messages over the next week were good, and Howice's
physician arrived at the garrison and pronounced it only a fever brought
on by the north's unaccustomed cold after Tathcaer. Haltern grumbled



something to the effect that anyone connected With Howice Talkul couldn't
doctor a sick marhaz, but seemed content to remain in the city.

The first rush of duties being over, I was free to spend time with Falkyr.
I avoided Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen on the pretext that I was busy.
Sometime soon I'd have to make a decision, but not yet. Not until I was
sure Ruric was well.

Not until I understood what was happening between Falkyr and myself.

Any difficulties we had were habit and not physiology; Adair had been
right about that. For the rest, it was the time you spend totally wrapped
up in each other's attention, the best time, before doubts and practicality
creep in.

And, as it turned out, it was only a very little time:

"Have I leave to go to the city, t'an?" Marie asked.

"What? Sure, I shan't need you this afternoon." I pulled the fur robe
tightly round me while I hunted for riding britches. Falkyr and I intended
riding out to Delu telestre where they bred hunting kazza, trackers and
killers. "Have you seen my shirt?"

"It came back from the washroom, I hung it in the closet."

If I'd had any sense, I'd have found my clothes before I undressed to
change. Corbek wasn't getting any warmer.

"You remember the Wellhouse the T'An Ruric took me to, before she
left?"

He nodded.
"Could you find it again?"
"Yes, t'an."

"Well, if you happen to go that way this afternoon, call in on the
Wellkeeper. Ask him if he knows where Theluk is. Haltern wants to know."

He hadn't been able to find the woman priest for several days.
"I might happen to go that way." Marie grinned.
"Well, go on, get lost before I think of something else that wants doing."

He went. I sat down on the bed and began to unlace my boots. A few
minutes later I heard footsteps. The curtain was pulled back without any
preliminary call. Howice Talkul came into the room.

"Lynne de Lisle Christie, alleged Otherworld envoy—"



I stood up, barefoot on the cold stone, tugging the long zilmei pelt
round me.

Alleged envoy. Trouble, I thought. And it's big.

There were half a dozen men and women behind him, with drawn harur
blades. I recognized two of Falkyr's brothers. All had the Talkul face,
younger sons and daughters of the telestre.

"—in view of the doubt cast upon the status of the alleged envoy, and
certain allegations concerning the said Lynne de Lisle Christie and that
most abhorred race, the Golden Witchbreed—"

Howice read stolidly from a paper. There was no trace of the polite and
friendly man who'd been helpful to the Earth envoy.

"—my pleasure that she shall be conveyed to a place of safety, and
there held until a trial may be convened on the matter. Given on Torvern
Thirdweek Eightday, under my hand in Corbek: Telvelis Koltyn Talkul, T'An
Roehmonde."

Howice let the paper snap back into a roll, and tapped it primly against
his hand.

I stood staring at him like an idiot.
"Are you saying you're arresting me?"

11 - -The Justice Of The Wellhouse

The cells were cold.

Condensation ran down the rock wall. Dim light filtered down through
roof-slots, and I saw bars and shadows.

A wooden bench hung on chains from the rock wall. I sat, feet tucked
up under my robe, hugging the pelt round me. Bars divided the chamber
into several cells, each with their bench and bucket. I couldn't see if there
were other occupants, but no sound broke the silence.

Cold struck up from the rough floor, and seeped down through the air
slots.

I lost track of time.

Noise shattered the quiet. I jumped up. It was the heavy outer door



being opened. I limped over to the bars, legs numb from lack of
circulation; and was dazzled by torches. The light was all but gone; it must
be evening outside.

One guard unlocked the cell next to mine, ignoring me, and two or
three more came in with a man struggling between them. They threw him
roughly into the cell, and left. The oily black smoke of torches drifted in the
air. My eyes readjusted to the twilight.

"Haltern?"

He got up. We touched fingers through the bars. Good Roehmonder
ironwork. He looked unharmed, only a little more disreputable than usual.

"You all right?"
"Yes. I was planning on leaving Corbek, but I didn't go in time."

"They're not serious, are they?" It was a rhetorical question. Some of my
stupefaction wore off. "How long are we going to be here? Can we get a
message out?"

"Perhaps. Christie, it's not good. The nearest help is at the garrison.”
"And Ruric's ill."

"Or else south, in Tathcaer."

"Too far. Too long a time to be any use."

He nodded. "You have no ... weapons? Nothing that would free us?"
"Nothing. All my gear is in my rooms." A thought struck me. "Marie?"
"I didn't see kir when they brought me in."

"What are we going to do?"

"Wait," he said.

The cell was small, three paces one way and four paces the other. The
bench was barely large enough to stretch out oh. We talked for a while,
each on our separate benches, and the last of the light failed.

"Don't depend on him." Haltern's voice came out of the darkness. "First
loyalty is to the telestre."

"He'll find some way to get us out.”
I lay awake, waiting for Falkyr to come.

Pale sunlight streamed down the air slots. I chafed my arms and feet,
half-paralysed by cold, ft must be early, I thought. I'd slept in snatches,



despite the hard bench, but it had been impossible to get warm and my
feet had got cold enough to be painful.

Haltern was still curled in a foetal position, asleep. It gave me a chance
to use the bucket in relative privacy; I still wasn't used to the casual
Orthean attitude.

Then there was nothing to do but wait.

The light moved down the wall and reached the floor of the opposite
cell. It lit up dust and dirty straw. Now I was certain one of the other cells
was occupied, there had been sounds during the night. When the sun fell
directly on the straw the heap shuddered and opened, and a woman
stood up.

She took hold of the bars of the cage door, shaking them until the iron
rattled and echoed.

Old white scars were visible on her dark skin. Her hands were thin even
for an Orthean, all twelve claw-nails bitten back to the quick; and her feet
had wide-spreading toes as gnarled as roots. She was naked. As she
swung round, pacing in that confined space, I saw her bramble-thicket
mane that was rooted down to the small of her back.

Her face was scratched, her mouth crusted with old blood, and her eyes
were as expressionless as black glass.

"Goddess!" An amazed whisper. Haltern was awake.
At the voice, she froze. Watching us.
I said, "Who are you?"

No answer. She backed out of the direct sunlight, back against the wall
of the cell, fading into the dimness.

"That's no use," Haltern said, "she's a barbarian. From over the Wall.
They must have sent her down from the garrison."

We ceased talking as the main door opened. A tall and very thin woman
came in, carrying her harur-nazari unsheathed. She unlocked the door of
my cell. Others followed her, carrying blankets, furs, food and wine and,
finally and most welcome, a brazier and a stock of coal.

"You have friends in the telestre," the thin woman said. I recognized
her, not from her face but from her expression, she was another of
Sethin's children. "Do not speak of this, if you are asked."

"Is there a message?"
She shook her head quickly, re-locking the cell.



"Can you take word? Say that—"

The main door banged shut, and I heard the bars being slotted into
their sockets on the outside.

I was able to pull the brazier close to the bars, where Haltern could feel
the heat, and pass him some of the blankets. It was still cold, but I no
longer felt that bone-penetrating chill.

"Your arykei is to be commended." Haltern up-ended the wine flask and
drank deeply. "It's a risk I wouldn't take."

I managed to toss a haunch of roast wirazu into the opposite cell. The
barbarian woman squatted down, ripping it apart with her teeth. No one
had fed her, or us, and the hard pain of hunger made it difficult to think.

"I should never have left Tathcaer," Haltern said grimly. "Cities are my
business. Not grubbing in Roehmonde dirt. Have you got any money?"

"No, not one copper bit."

"T've some silver. Next time TI'll try and bribe them to take a message
out."

The barbarian woman said something, a short phrase. Haltern stopped,
mouth open, and stared at her.

"Who are you?" I went to the bars. "How did you get here?"

There was still no animation in her face, but there was a question in her
tone.

"Ymirian?" I was incredulous.
"An archaic form, perhaps," Haltern said, "you're right."
The woman pointed. "Who?"

"Christie," I said, and repeated it when she said it back to me. She came
forward, wrapping her bony hands round the bars. Her voice was harsh.

"Who is thy friend?" she asked.
"Haltern." I added, "He's from the south."

There was no telling how much she understood. Haltern came up beside
me and asked questions, but she didn't reply. Before long she went back
to the rear of her cell, ignoring us.

"How long has she been here, I wonder?"

"I don't know. Did I ever," he went on in a plain attempt at distraction,
"tell you about my telestre, Beth'ru-elen?"



I settled back on the bench with three blankets and a zilmei pelt round
me. "No, you never did. Come on. Let's hear it."

I ducked my head, flinching from the white light. There was a hand on
my arm, halting me. Automatically I reached out to steady myself, and the
metal cuffs cut into my wrists. The guard's hand caught me, and I was
able to stand. Two feet of chain hobbled my ankles.

"Be silent in the presence! Be silent in the house!"
The hum and chatter died away.

A great dome towered above my head, the noon sun falling through the
roof slot, blinding me. I squinted. Tall pillars edged the domed chamber.
Beyond them were smaller domes, and in those alcoves a crowd of people.

I stood between two guards.
Noon bells cut across the silence; brief chimes echoing in the dome.

The guard pushed me forward. I stepped up onto a raised block. In
front of me was an iron grating, circular, some sixteen feet across. I looked
down. For a few yards the sun lit the rock sides of the great well shaft.
Then there was darkness.

On the other side of the well stood Arad. There was another raised
block, this one empty. He stood by a table on which were piled scrolls and
documents, conferring with a young Earthspeaker.

Apart from us, I saw no one on the vast, tessellated floor of the dome.
My eyes becoming used to the light, I made out how the natural rock
amphitheatre was carved in rising tiers of seats, and how smaller domes
clung to the sides of the main one. Between pillars I saw a multitude of
Orthean faces, surrounding me on all sides.

"I have called you to the Wellhouse to consider a most serious matter."
Without being raised, Arad's voice penetrated clearly through the dome.
"The T'An Roehmonde has decreed that this is a matter for the Wellhouse
and not the court. I call you all here to judge and witness."

There were Earthspeakers in that assembly, and other Wellkeepers that
I recognized from social functions, and s'ans of the nearby telestres. I
stood pinned under the spotlight of the noon glare. Peering past Arad I
made out members of the Talkul telestre, and then all at once saw Howice,
and Sethin, and Koltyn himself. The old man nodded at Arad, staring at
me with no recognition.

"We witness," Howice said, and other voices echoed him. Searching



along the line I saw Sulis n'ri n'suth SuBannasen, her face impassive.

"The woman you see—" Arad's hand flicked in my direction "—has
claimed to come from another world. There are certain things which would
seem to support this. In Tathcaer, they believed it. But there are other
explanations. There is evidence that she is the product, if not in fact the
child, of that most ancient, bloody, cruel, and proud race, the Golden
Witchbreed."

This was what I'd expected, and now it came I was relieved. I said to
the nearest guard, "When may I speak?"

"You?" he stared at me. "You're not here to speak."
"What?"

"Keep your mouth shut."

"But if I'm not allowed a defence—"

The hilt of a karur blade caught me high up under the ribs. I shut up.
Arad was still talking. We were ignored.

"—having heard her freely confess to such machines and engines as arc
used on her world," Arad said. "Which indeed you have all heard, when
she visited your telestres, making no secret of it. And these are familiar
matters to us, who know how Witehbreed travelled between their many
lands riding the air, we who know what weapons devastated the Barrens,
we who know the legacy of desolation left to us. We, whose kin swore
after that Empire fell, never again to permit such ruin of the earth."

He was so reasonable, I found I was afraid of him. This was no savage,
and this was no audience for my carefully-thought-out pleas for the
benefits of science. And if I couldn't get a hearing. . . .

"There's no dispute about the existence of other worlds, I suppose.”
Arad seated himself casually on the edge of the table. "The stars being the
Mother's Daughters, it were no great wonder if they also had children such
as ourselves. Philosophers have often speculated that it may be so, and so
it may; but I ask you, which is the more likely? That such people would
find out a way to cross vast gulfs, and send this woman here—or that she
comes from some untenanted part of our own world; perhaps even a
known part, perhaps even Kel Harantish?"

I was surprised by the sophistication of the argument, even while my
spirits were sinking lower. The quiet in the assembly chilled me. I thought,
if it comes to it, can I prove I'm from Earth?

"You have the Crown's seal on my documents!" I sensed movement



from the guards, but Arad signalled them to stand back. I didn't raise my
voice. The acoustics were such that I was being heard throughout the
dome. "I'm an accredited envoy of my world."

"Not all tales out of Tathcaer are true," he said, "and even the T'An
Suthai-Telestre may be taken in by a liar. Be silent. The evidence will be
heard."

At his signal the young Earthspeaker picked up a document from the
table, and stepped on to the raised block.

"The evidence of Kethan n'ri n'suth Renu, physician," he read. " 'On
being summoned to tend the T'An Commander Ruric Orhlandis, I found
her to be suffering from a fever unknown to me. She presently lies ill here
in the Skulls garrison. It is my opinion that the illness was deliberately
caused, though I cannot say by whom, or why." "

As he stepped down, Arad said, "The T'An Commander of the
Southland's army lies sick, and this after—and only after—travelling to
Roehmonde in the company of the alleged envoy."

I missed the evidence of the next two or three, mainly s'an of mining
telestres describing what I'd told them of Earth technology. Ruric? I
thought. They suspect me of—that's crazy!

Kethan n'ri n'suth Renu, I remembered, is Howice's physician.

Questions were asked, some by s'an, some just from the assembly; and
that quiet rational voice went on piling up circumstantial evidence against
me. I shifted, easing my back, wishing I could sit down. When word of this
got back to Tathcaer, and to the xeno-team—

If word got back. And suppose it does, I thought suddenly, supposing
even a garbled version of the truth gets out, what could they do? What
could they do in time to help me? Even if it ended in an execution,
ultimately there was little that could be done; and 1 wasn't interested in
posthumous justice.

"Evidence of conjecture, perhaps,"” Arad said. "However, I have a last
witness, an eye-witness, a man who has seen this envoy—this alleged
envoy—use forbidden Witchbreed science. Your name, t'an."

"Aluys Blaize n'ri n'suth Meduenin, of the Mercenaries' Guild in Rimon,"
the man said, mounting the witness block; and the light fell on him, and I
saw the ruined half of his face and recognized him. The face that had
stayed with me from Terison, the hired sword, the nameless Kkiller.

"I see you know him," Arad remarked in my direction. It was too late to
deny that.



"He made an attempt on my life. I'm not liable to forget him."

"Nor I to forget you," the man said. I realized I'd never heard him
speak. It was a deep voice, speaking Roehmonder with a thick Rimon
accent. "I bear your marie still, Witch breed."

He held up his wrist, strapped and bound. I saw the harur-nilgiri slung
for left-hand use.

"I was travelling east. Our paths crossed at a Wellhouse." He stared
round the assembly, his head up defiantly. Roehmonders have no love for
mercenaries. "We became friends, then arykei."

Blood thundered in my ears. The faceless crowd narrowed down to one
focus: Howice Talkul's smile. Plain as words it said: deny that's possible.
Just try.

"She has an object about so big—" Blaise held his hands a little way
apart "—the shape of a hura shell, grey and hard. When I saw it, I asked
what it was; she told me it was a weapon. Weapons are my business," he
appealed to the assembly, "I was eager to study it, she not at all eager for
me to lay hands on it. We fought. She carries no sword, nor ever did while
I knew her. Her sole weapon was that object. She used it against
me—pointed it from a distance—called down forked lightning out of the
air. My swordhand was useless: I fled for my life. When I knew where she
had gone, it became my duty to warn you."

As he stepped down, Arad picked up an object from the table. "This is
that weapon?"

IlYeS. n

"You have leave to go." Arad waited, then faced me again. "You do not
deny this is yours?"

"I deny that it does what he says, or that what he says happened took
place."

They'd searched my baggage. What else would they have found? The
reports—no, they couldn't play them back, and it wouldn't make much
difference if they did. The medic kit. That would puzzle them. And I didn't
want to lose it

Arad displayed it round the assembly as evidence against me.

"I demand the right to speak!" I controlled frustration. Talking was all I
could do, and now I was denied even that. "Have I ever said that Earth is
not a technological world? Have I ever denied we use our own science?
Tell me how that makes me part of a race that's extinct on this planet!



Can't you see I'm different from you? Use your eyes!"

"You're different," Arad said, "but such changes were always within the
power of the Witchbreed, it proves nothing either way."

"I'm under the protection of Crown law. This isn't justice."

"But you are in Roehmonde," Arad said over a growl of approval from
the Roehmonders, "and this is a Wellhouse, and you are under the justice
of the Goddess."

The guards took me out of the Wellhouse, and we waited in an outer
chamber for the larger part of the afternoon. My protests were ignored. I
was beginning to accept that.

When I was brought back in the torches were lit and the last afternoon
light fell on the black well shaft. I stood at the edge of that dizzying pit.

"You have witnessed," Arad said to the assembly, "now judge."

Eventually a woman came forward onto the floor, glancing back at the
s'ans and priests.

"It's taken us a long time to confer," she said hesitantly, "and we feel
the case isn't proved against her, but we're not convinced she's innocent.
She may be Witchbreed, and she may not—we can't be sure."

There was a murmur of approval. I sought out Howice's face. He wasn't
happy about it.

Arad, after conferring with some of the Earthspeakers, said, "This is my
word, then. Let her be taken back and confined in the cells. We will search
for new evidence. We will hear this again. Is this acceptable?"

I hardly heard their agreement. It was no more than time I'd gained,
but it was better than what I'd feared.

I saw the scarred man across the hall. He never saw the sonic stunner, I
thought, and certainly he never saw me use it. Someone rehearsed him
very carefully with his evidence.

Someone who'd previously hired him, and knew to bring him here. . . .

Old suspicions flared up, but I couldn't see Sulis nhow. Going down to the
cells again, my mind made and discarded plans. If I could get a message
out. If Ruric recovered soon, and returned. If Falkyr—

I didn't see Falkyr there, I realized.

"It's time," I said, when I'd told Haltern about it. "Surely we can do
something?"



"We can be careful." He was grim. "They've given the envoy a hearing,
and by the law of the Wellhouse they can keep you in the cells until they
decide to give you another one. And wouldn't it be convenient if you
sickened and died of the damp-lung sickness, or bad food—or the
assassin's sword?"

I woke from a dream of warmth, of fingers knotting in the roots of a
short-cropped mane.

The barbarian woman shook the bars, the sound echoing. Her face was
turned up to the air slots.

"What?"

She said a word several times, but it was not until I looked up that I
understood her. Morning: pale snowlight. She gave the bars a last kick
and went back to her heap of straw. She had a tremendous capacity for
conserving her energy in sleep.

Our talk never got much beyond the "who are you?" stage. Neither mine
or Haltern's versions of Ymirian and Roehmonder were comprehensible to
her.

"What day is it?"

"Forthweek Fourday, I think." I was pretty sure the hearing had been
on Twoday. "You all right?"

"We're almost out of fuel." He ignored the question. I'd heard him
coughing during the night.

"I can't believe this." There was no way to work off my anger. "I can't
believe there's no way to protest. And I don't believe that travesty was due
process of law!"

"It was informal, and it was Wellhouse custom." Haltern pulled the
blanket shawl-like round his shoulders. "If it had been Crown law, you'd
have been allowed to speak, and call

your own evidence. Which, I suspect, is why the T'An Roehmonde
turned it over to Arad."

I refuelled the brazier, shaking the ash onto the floor.
"Howice. Not Koltyn."

He nodded. "Forthweek Fourday ... if the T'An Ruric is well enough to
return—"

"If." The thought disturbed me. I knew Haltern was wrong, Howice



wouldn't order me killed yet. Not yet: he would still be coming to terms
with what he'd done—arrested an envoy accredited by the Crown. But if
he was able to deceive Ruric about where I was, and if she went on south,
then he'd think again. He might not be so shary of disposing of the envoy.

It was not being able to do anything that hurt.

Dampness hung in the air. Thin streams of water mizzled down from the
air slots, pooling on the stone floor. The brazier held nothing but warm
ashes.

The barbarian woman gripped the bars of her cage door, shaking it on
its hinges. Monotonous, hopeless: her face with no more expression than it
ever had.

"Stop that Goddess-forsaken noise!" Haltern added a curse in
Peir-Dadeni. His hands were shaking. He threw the empty wine flask at
her, and it struck the bars and skittered into the rain pool.

"Don't shout at her, it's not her fault we're in here."
"It's not mine," he said acidly.
"Bloody half-civilized savages," I said. "All of you."

The rain eased. Moisture pearled the sleeping-furs. The cold of the iron
bars bit into my hands.

"Haltern? I'm sorry."
We touched hands through the bars.

"So am I. Sorry. These Roehmonders—" he shrugged. "I thought I was
too clevef to get picked up like that, at my age."

"It's not as if you are half-civilized." I was pursuing my own train of
thought. "The Witchbreed are more than legends. And I'm not trained for
post-holocaust societies."

"Christie," the barbarian woman called. She was backing away from the
bars, watching the main door.

"What—?"

The door swung open. I expected either more of the food and wine that
was anonymously supplied to us, or else the T'An Roehmonde's guards.
Instead, a woman entered and swung the door closed behind her.

"Verek Sethin." Haltern went to the bars.
"T've little time." She unlocked the door to his cell, and then mine.



I said, "Where's Falkyr?"

"With my brother Howice. There is a hunt, this being the Fiveday
holiday."

"He isn't here?"

She looked at me uncomprehendingly. I stepped outside the cell. I
didn't want to ask the next question.

"Does he know about this?"

Sethin shook her head. "My son is loyal to the telestre. T'an, you must
come with me quickly."

Haltern was rolling up the less bulky blankets. I watched him. Part of me
had stopped thinking.

"She's got to come too," I said, as Sethin passed the barbarian woman's
cell.

Haltern nodded. "You're right. They'll get out of her what she's seen if
she stays here."

His pragmatism shocked me.

The barbarian woman shied back, then stood still while I knotted one
blanket round her under the arms and pulled another one over her head
as hood and shawl. She might pass as a Roehmonder. I hoped.

She strode after Sethin and Haltern, blankets tangling her legs. I
followed. Sethin had two of my packs waiting in the empty guardroom. We
went through long stone passages and up seemingly endless flights of
stairs.

"Sethin." I elbowed past Haltern to speak to her. "If he didn't . . . who
was it saw to it that we were comfortable, down there?"

"That was Falkyr's wish." She didn't slow her pace. "He would do all he
could for an arykei. Indeed, he did much. It was he who spoke to Howice
of your recognition by the Goddess -"

"Hell'" How could I have forgotten? I thought. But I had, it had gone
out of my mind completely. I suppose I'd re-

garded it as partly a charming native ceremony, and partly as one of
Ruric's good intentions; but it had never crossed my mind, not even in the
Wellhouse.

"It would have done you no good to mention it," Sethin added, "Howice
knew, and Arad knew, and how would it have sounded to say that you
were recognized by the Goddess, and that your second presently lies



struck down with sickness?"
"But Falkyr—"
"He did what he could, within the law of the telestre."
"And you?" What I wanted to ask was, why are you here instead of him?

"I do what I can," she said, "and I don't have strength or time enough
to put it to the telestre, so I act now, for myself."

The bluff hung above us. The damp air struck me as warm, coming up
from underground. The sun was past noon, day-stars were white over the
towers of Corbek. We stood in the rutted lane, blinking at the light,
breathing the wind, silent for long minutes.

Less than a week. Eight days. And yet it had changed. The trees in the
gardens were changing colour: yellow to grey. The air smelled sharply of
autumn.

"T'll do no more, and know no more," Sethin said. "Go. Leave Corbek."

She stood in the doorway, the light cruel on the sharp planes of her
face. Her eyes were dull, brown-shadowed, and the same colour crept
round her pinched lips. Her clothes hung loose from her angular
shoulders.

She had that cold and stubborn expression I had often seen on her
son's face.

Falkyr. Who was Roehmonder, who was Talkul telestre above all else.
Much as I'd disliked the thought of my freedom resting in someone else's
hands, I'd still relied on him, imagining him working for my release. Now I
was betrayed. Not by him. By me: expecting us to think and feel the same
way. Thinking I understood the telestre.

"Thank you." I took Sethin's cold hands. "I won't speak of this, whatever
happens."

"In a while, it won't matter to me." She smiled wryly. "Have you any
word for my son, Christie?"

Under the rationality, bitterness welled up. I shook my head. I couldn't
trust myself.

"We're grateful, fan" Haltern said, "and the Crown shall hear of this,
privately if you wish. And if you'd send word to the T'An Ruric?"

"Not outside Corbek. If she comes here, yes." Sethin regarded me.
"Don't think too badly of us. Arad is honest in what he does, he believes
you are Witchbreed and a danger. Even Howice does what he does for us.



He loves control, I grant you, and all that goes with it, but in all honesty he
believes there are things he can do for the telestre that no other can."

"Then let him wait," Haltern said. "When the old man dies, they may
name Howice as T'An Roehmonde."

"But then, you see, they may not. And he has waited so long." Her face
closed up and she was cold again. "Now,

go.ll

The door shut behind her. I took the barbarian woman's arm, and
followed Haltern down into the city.

12 - Flight To The South

"Where are you going? We've got to get out of here!"

"Be reasonable," Haltern said. "The alarm will go out when Howice
returns—say, sunset, or dawn tomorrow at the latest. He'll send fast riders
out to warn the telestres. If you can think of a way to get out of the
Roehmonde telestres by dawn—"

"All right. All right, but what do we do? We can't stay here."

"That's just what we can do." He was flushed, alert; freedom filled him
with a sudden energy. "For a time."

The blank walls of the city telestre-houses shut us out. It was slippery
walking, the mud was ankle-deep and the ruts filled with rainwater. I kept
hold of the barbarian woman's wrist, not trusting her to stay with us
otherwise. I carried the packs over my shoulder; they were light, and I
was doubtful about how much of my property remained in them.

"Theluk," I said.
"Go to a Wellhouse?" Haltern said doubtfully.

"She said that Wellkeeper could be trusted, and she's no friend of
Arad."

"If she's still in Corbek. ..." he hesitated as we came to an intersection.
"Yes, but not to stay, that's too much of a risk."

"You think this isn't risky? Let's get off the streets."

I might pass for Roehmonder if lucky, keeping my eyes lowered and my
hands out of sight. The barbarian woman, swathed in blankets, was



already attracting stares. Now we were coining down into the Fiveday
holiday crowds. And

Haltern laughed. It was ludicrous: but I had to laugh with him, I was
out of that filthy place, and that was all that mattered.

The Wellhouse was shut up, but Haltern rattled the iron gates until an
inner door was opened, and then Theluk herself came running out.

"Inside. Quick! How did you—never mind, get out of sight."

In the courtyard she stopped and stared at us, and used one or two
expressions I'd heard from Ruric's troopers. She opened the door to one of
the rooms beside the Wellhouse dome, then: "What's that?"

The barbarian woman shied back from the door. I could understand her
not wanting to go under a roof again.

"Thee will stay?" I indicated the courtyard, and she nodded. Theluk had
locked the outer gates.

"Thou and thy friend . . . leave this—?" she used an expression I didn't
know, but the comprehensive gesture of her gnarled hand took in all of
Corbek.

"Soon, yes."

I left her sitting cross-legged on the flagstones, blanket put back from
her head, face turned to the sky.

Inside the ill-lit room, an ashiren rose from setting a fire in the hearth.
llTlan!ll

Marie gripped my hands. I was embarrassed: there was no reason he
should be so glad to see me. He fetched food while Haltern sketched out
events for Theluk, and I sorted through the packs.

The medic kit was there, half emptied; and some spare clothes and a
handful of silver bits. No sign of the micro-recorder. But, at the bottom of
one pack, wrapped in a chirith-goyen shirt, I found the sonic stunner.

I wish I'd thanked Sethin when I had the chance. There were no half
measures for her when her conscience moved her. I hoped Howice
wouldn't hurt her.

"There's no going by river," Theluk said, "I tried to get passage east on
one of the barges, but they want travel permits signed by the T'An
Roehmonde."

"East would be best—take ship at the mouth of the Beruth for Tathcaer.
Going south, too many telestres support Talkul."



Haltern scowled. "Travel permits in the one province? I never heard of
anything so against rule and custom!"

"That's Arad you have to thank."
"Have we got enough money for marhaz?" I was counting my silver.

Theluk shook her head. "You need also a permit to buy marhaz in
Corbek."

Haltern swore, outraged, then said, "I wonder—a bribe?"

"I've tried. It was only luck I wasn't arrested." Theluk turned to me.
"You can't stay here, t'an. I don't mean to be unfriendly, but Arad knows I
oppose him, and they're searching ail Wellhouses."

Marie brought stone cups and a jug of gritty wine. Anxiously he said,
"What will we do, t'an?"

We're not so much better off, I thought, now that we're out of the cells .
. . and that's ridiculous! There has to be a way.

"Can we do it on foot?" I was remembering the ride up to Roehmonde,
with Ruric's troopers. "East... or north, to the garrison. Or south, until we
find someone who'll credit the T'An Suthai-Telestre's authority and not the
T'An Roeh-monde's. It's all that's left."

"On foot through this country—?"

"It's not so mad an idea," Theluk cut in. "The weather should hold dry
and cold now. We used to take out foot patrols from the garrison in
Torvern, and we're a good few sen further south here. You're less likely to
be seen, more able to hide."

"If you think I'm walking to Tathcaer you are mad!"

The idea wasn't that crazy. I've done survival courses: I was fairly
confident we could get out of Roehmonde, but it wouldn't be comfortable.
And they would be looking for us. My mind flinched away from the
thought. It wasn't until I was free that I knew: no one was going to lock
me up again. Ever.

"They'll search the roads," Haltern protested.

"Go west, where they won't expect to see you." Theluk bent down and
picked a charred stick from the fire, and scratched in the ashes. "Here's
Corbek, and the hills to the west, and the flat land to the north ... the
rivers and the

forest to the south. If you were to go west, then southwest, you'd reach
the Oranon river, and the telestres there are admitted Ymirian."



"That's over a hundred scri," Haltern said, aghast.
"Six days, maybe seven, given good weather; any trooper can do that."

She was optimistic, I thought. But she knew the country, she'd been a
soldier, she might be right.

I said, "Maybe you should leave Corbek too."

"Yes." She put the stick down, the six-fingered hands linking before her.
"I've had to keep out of Arad's sight. He won't listen to reason, and he's
heard much from me lately; I'd be safer out of Roehmonde."

"You're both mad," Haltern said testily.
"It'll do until we have a better idea. But if we can't stay here . . ."

"You can't," Theluk confirmed. "You'll have to come with me. Out of
sight of the Talkul t'ans. I know where."

Waking, I felt excited, anticipatory without knowing the reason. Then it
came back: I wasn't in the cells. Apprehension returned. Leaving the city .
. . could we do it?

A greenish light hung in the room. It was round-walled, all wood, even
the low conical roof; rough stones were mortared together to make a
chimney.

Still as a rock, the barbarian woman stood holding the leather curtain
away from the doorway. Her head was up, her hands knotted into fists.
The light shone on her unhuman body: the scarred ribs, small paired
breasts and lower nipples, the unbroken sweep of smooth skin down to
the hairless groin.

"Christie." Her quiet tone woke nobody.

I got up, pulling the blanket round me, and went to stand beside her.
Outside, the first twilight was giving way to sunrise. Ground mist rose over
the shacks, hid the river.

"You'll have to come with us," I said.

"What is thy road?"

"That way." I pointed west, and her eyes were suddenly opaque.
"T will come," she said, and turned away.

Breakfast was cold meat and herb-tea, most of our funds having been
spent on gear for the journey. I let Marie work out loads and weights; he
was more expert.



"There's Gher and Oru still up there," I said, rolling blankets.
"Go and ask Howice for them," was Haltern's acid advice.

Or Falkyr, I thought, and was still for a moment. It had a way of going
right out of my mind, and then coming over me suddenly. I'd cried, and
sworn at his memory, and it still came back.

"Are we ready?" Theluk wore harur-nilgiri and harur-
nazari now, as Haltern did. Marie had a belt-knife. It was
habit with me now to wear a short knife, but I carried the
stunner holstered under a Roehmonder coat. Spare clothes
were worn rather than add weight to the packs.

There's no reason for anyone to stop us, I thought. If they don't look too
closely.

The morning air was chill. I climbed stiffly down the outside steps to the
ground, adjusting the pack's straps. My boots sank into mud. Haltern and
Theluk joined me, and then the barbarian woman—in a Roehmonder coat
that did nothing to disguise her angular height, her wildness—and Marie.
A hard knot of tension settled under my ribs, eating acidly at my stomach.

We set off on the river road. Narrow passages led between stacked
rooms and rickety staircases, where stone chimneys breathed black smoke.
Kuru rooted in the mud. There was an unidentifiable sour smell. We left
the  rooming-house—it would be charity to call it a
companion-house—behind in the river mist.

This shack town was the first place that reminded me of Earth. It was a
transient's town. No one had asked our names. More important, no one
had asked about our telestres. My purse had been weighty enough to hire
rooms. The people here had a restless look, they were drifters and strays;
and being Orthean, they took it worse than I did.

Marie's shoulder brushed my arm. "What do we do if they stop us?"

"They won't. If they do, run and hide. Wait for the T'An Commander to
get here." And just how sick is she?

The sun grew brighter. We followed the Berufal upstream, where water
mills thundered and rumbled and speech was impossible. Turning north
and west took us past the old city walls and out to where the northern
roads begin. Walls went past, and lanes and passages; and people
walking, and riding marhaz, and some with the Talkul insignia. I met no
one's eyes. Tension silenced us.



Then we were past the telestre-houses, on cinder-track roads. I looked
back and saw Corbek's terraces rising behind me, steps and stairs and
towers; and crowning the bluff, pale in the morning light, the dome of the
Wellhouse.

Haltern let out a long breath, scratched through his thinning mane and
grinned. Theluk laughed. It was the first time I'd seen her anything but
serious, it made her look as much an ashiren as Marie. Marie himself
peered round the barbarian woman—we'd flanked her though the
city—and gave me a hard look. There was something very determined
about the boy: he didn't intend going back to Corbek any more than I did.

"That's the worst over," Haltern said.

"Don't be too sure." Serious again, Theluk stopped and rested her foot
on a markstone, retying a sandal-thong. "They've sent out the alarm, you
can be certain."

"We can avoid them in the forests."

"So let's move." I eased the pack again, tucking my thumbs under the
strap.

And step by step, Corbek receded behind us.

The land was flat, with forested hills to the south of us, a pale mass
broken by the blue and scarlet changing leaves of lapuur and ziku. The air
was sharp. It was empty country. A few carts passed us, and one or two
marhaz riders.

Is it that easy? I thought, as noon came and we turned to roads that
went south and west. And tried to ignore the weight of the miles that lay
between us and Ymir.

"There's a companion-house on the edge of these hills," Theluk
persisted, "just a bit further on."

"You've been saying that since noon," Haltern grumbled.

It was the fourth day since leaving the city. The second day had been
the worst, working off stiffness, but after that we

made better time. To my surprise I was enjoying it. The walking was
tiring, but not unduly so; the packs weren't over-heavy; and we fell into a
routine. Mornings, the ground rang iron-hard with frost, and rime
stiffened the waterproof becamil tent. The days were clear, skies that pale
blue of an Orthean autumn, and the noon sun still had heat. We talked,
walking through pale gold light in the hazy short afternoons; and



sometimes Theluk scouted the hills to hunt, and sometimes Marie.
Cleaning game was messy. The barbarian woman trailed us, staying off
the roads. We didn't hurry. It snowed powdery dust on the third morning
(and I discovered that becamil, as well as keeping out rain, keeps in heat);
the wine was doled out more heavily that day, and we went on in breathy
white clouds of cheer. That was the day we saw no one at all on die hill
tracks, and—searching for water—disturbed a zilmei that reared up a good
twelve feet, beating the air with wide claws, and was gone in a ripple of
grey-white pelt and a hooting, mournful cry. We were more sober, after
that. And today, for the first time, turned due south.

"We're still within fifty seri of Corbek," Haltern guessed, "but we need
supplies, we need news—need to know where the search is."

"You're coming to the end of the land I know," Theluk said, "but—ah,
there, I was right!"

A low, flat-roofed building sprawled below us on the southern spur of
the hill. Thin smoke went up from the chimney. I could just make out
marhaz in the yard.

"T'll go down," Theluk offered, "all Earthspeakers are wanderers, no one
will think it strange if I ask questions. Are you coming, ashiren-te?"

Marie trotted off down the rough track after her. We went back off the
skyline, resting in a dip where the blue thousand-flower grew. The
barbarian woman coalesced out of the wood's shadows. She was sucking
her fingers. They were e slimed with blood. She did her own hunting.

"We can't take her there," Haltern said.

Attempting her archaic inflections, I said "Will thee stay?"

"Not within walls."

"You can't trust her. You don't know what these people are like."

"Hal, what were you planning to do about her anyway? Not take her to
Tathcaer with us?"

"There are questions she could answer."
"Willingly?"

He shrugged. "We should know what they're planning. A few quiet
seasons . . . they may be massing for an attack. It's happened before, I
wish I knew where Howice got her."

"This direction, I think. I've had the feeling as we travelled that she
recognizes it."



"Don't be ridiculous, we're hundreds of seri south of the Skulls pass—"

There was crashing in the underbrush. We sprang up, Haltcrn with
harur blades unsheathed. Marie tumbled into sight.

"We can go down! Theluk sent me back. She's hired rooms."-

"The search hasn't come this way?"

"Yes, been and passed a day back."

Haltern sheathed the paired blades. He looked at the barbarian woman.
Tranquilly she said "I will await thee, and the morning."

And was gone.

The companion-house, kept by the two telestres Ereval and Irys, was
not as small as it appeared. It was built into the south face of the spur,
with six floors leading down to another set of stables on the main route
from Corbek to Mirane. It was not crowded—most of the harvest markets
were over by now.

"Shall you risk going south now?" Theluk asked as we ate, said then
frowned. "What in the Goddess's name do they put in this stew?"

"Customers who don't pay their bills, I should think." Being under a roof
restored Haltern's spirits.

"You're a Crown Messenger," I said, "send a message. Surely we're far
enough away now."

"Give it another day or two. There are no lines of communication to
Tathcaer until we reach the Oranon river, anyway."

"They're still expecting you to have gone east," Theluk guessed, "but
give them time, they'll work it out."
%k %k Xk

Our rooms were over the stables and grain-loft. The musky smell of
marhaz got into my head, and I dreamed in the night of riding to the edge
of the world. I woke once, and lay awake—paradoxically, now I was
comfortable I had time to think, and couldn't sleep.

After a while I realized Haltern was awake too. He watched me. The
starlight shone in his eyes, membrane retracted, pupils become velvet
holes. He sees me better than I see him, I thought.

Softly he said, "Did you ever ask him to become n'ri n'suth to your
telestre?"



There was no question of who was meant by he.
"No, how could I?"

"Did he ever ask you to become n'ri n'suth Talkul?"
"No." I hadn't known he was meant to.

"Then you were arykei, well and good, and it ended perhaps before you
were ready; but for the Goddess's sake, Christie—when something's dead,
leave it alone!"

Under the hectoring tone there was something very like concern. It kept
me from telling him to go to hell.

"It's different customs, isn't it? And misunderstandings." I was very
tired. "It's all right, Hal, I don't want to discuss it. But thanks for saying."

"We need you here," he said, "and not with your spirit still in Corbek."

The night was full of noises: marhaz, people in the companion-house,
and one hunting night-rashaku with a call like rusty metal being torn
apart. I smelled the chill of frost, and thought with a sudden longing of
Tathcaer, and the sun, and how glad—how very glad—I would be when
we got to the south.

I came back across the yard from the outhouse, lacing up my coat and
shivering. The frost had gone, the morning was damp, From the top of the
spur you could see for miles, the southern hills rolling down into haze. I
traced the road. It was achingly slow travelling. Would they be willing to
sell marhaz here, I wondered, or was it too risky to ask?

As I turned I caught sight of movement on the road.

Riders. Light flashed from ornamented marhaz harness. Too far to make
out insignia, or even the number of riders. My spine prickled. All the
tension flooded back. The first rain fell as I hurried back inside.

"Motherless, landless turds," Theluk said under her breath. "There they
go. That's blocked the south road. Offspring of Witchbreed!"

"Do you think they know we were there?" Marie had a strained look
about him.

"The keeper was bound to tell them. Hei, why did they have to come
back this way!" She kept her temper on a tight rein. We wriggled down
the slope to where Haltern stood guard over the packs. The rain was fine
but persistent.

"The main force has gone south, they've sent out scouts."



"They've guessed what we're doing. We'll have to go back into the hills,
and west again."

There'd been no opportunity to steal marhaz. We'd crept out as fast as
possible, and as a consequence were under-provisioned.

"Check the path," Theluk told Marie, and when he'd gone added "One
word: these are north Roehmonders hunting us, I have known them to
use kazza to track down fugitives. We may be grateful yet for this bad
weather."

I'd not seen the hunting kazza. We never made that ride out to the
northern telestre: I was arrested. But Falkyr's voice came back to me.
Difficult as rashaku to train, he'd said, and difficult as fate to avoid.

"There's your barbarian friend," Haltern said to me, "if they take
her—and Goddess knows where she is now!—they'll be certain it's us.
Then we're finished."

"If they catch her."
Before midmorning, the rain turned to sleet.
"Christ!" I yelled ahead to Theluk, "we can't carry on in this!"

I stopped, waiting for Haltern to catch up. I had my arm round Marie;
he was huddled into my side, head down.

"Nobody's moving in this," Haltern panted, "them or us. Tell that woman
we don't ail have Earthspeaker's stamina— we've got to get under shelter."

It was impossible to face into the wind. Frozen rain sliced out of the
south. Mud clogged on boots, weighing them down. I felt water seep
through layers of coat and tunics, cold against fever-hot skin.
Uncontrollable shivers centred in my chest and stomach. Even through
mittens my hands were numb; there was no feeling in my face.

"Get under the trees," Theluk said when she was close enough to be
heard.

The tukinna blocked some of the wind. I pushed on up the slope after
the Orthean woman. The blue mossgrass broke away underfoot, leaving
long skids of mud, and 1 had to let go of the ashiren and use both hands
to climb. The pack overbalanced me. Tukinna bark peeled away wet and
black when I gripped the tree boles.

"Come on." I reached back and hauled Marie up beside me.

Haltern was fifty yards down the slope, labouring. Theluk skidded past
me, crab wise down between the twisted trees, and got one of his arms
over her broad shoulders. She was less protected than any of us: only a



Roehmonder coat over her priest's skirt, and sandals, and yet she kept
going. As if the cold didn't touch her.

"Further up," she called, "in the rocks."

Water fell in streams from the trees. We were suddenly out of the wind.
I scrambled up over ridges of earth, one of Marie's slender-fingered hands
gripped in mine. The dim light outlined rocks. Rivulets drained between
them, soaking knees and elbows. Twilight became shadow. I stood up.
High outcroppings of rock hugged the ridge, split and fissured into blocks.

There were no caves. There were splits that went back into the main
mass of rock. We tumbled into one that was wide at ground-level,
narrowing as it went up. Damp mud, damp rock, but no wind or sleet.

Marie was shaking as hard as I was. Haltern, let out of the
Earthspeaker's grip, pitched forward onto his knees. Theluk leaned against
the entrance of the cleft. Her eyes opaqued, then shut.

It was cold. It was frighteningly cold. It hurt. People have died from
exposure, I thought, and pneumonia.

It was a long time before any of us moved.
"Fire," Theluk said.

"Give away our position." Haltern's eyes opened. "What would burn?
Too wet."

"Mossgrass. In the clefts." She looked at me, and I slipped the pack off
and stood up.

"T'll look."

My feet slipped, struck rock; sometimes I fell. I was numb. I pulled
mittens off with my teeth, so that I could strip mossgrass out of sheltered
cracks. Some brushwood wasn't soaking wet, only damp; I took that too.
Above my head the clustered leaves rattled to another onslaught of rain.

When I came back Theluk was using her harur-nazari to hack off
bird's-wing bushes and pile them against the entrance to the cleft. I
dumped what fuel I'd collected inside. Under a makeshift becamil shelter
Haltern was chafing the ashiren's hands and feet. A wine flask lay open
and empty.

"He all right?"

Haltern nodded without looking up. I forced myself to go back outside.
Theluk had scaled the rockface and was putting brushwood over top of
the cleft. Grey veils of sleet fell from the tukinna trees. The cold was so
intense that it burned. And it was, despite the overcast, bright—the fierce



Orthean sun blazed behind the storm clouds.
Theluk dropped down beside me, sure-footed on the mud.

"Shouldn't do this," she said. "End of Torvern, beginning of Riardh; it
should be dry."

"It—" I bit down on my temper "—it isn't, though, is it?"

She took hold of my hands. Her bare fingers were warm. Hot, against
my numb skin. I stared at her. It was difficult for me to understand the
Goddess's priesthood: they were not celibate, they carried weapons, there
seemed nothing to distinguish them from other Ortheans. Except that
Theluk was tired, not exhausted; cold, but not frozen. And serenely
unafraid of this killing weather.

She managed to light the mossgrass with her tinder-box, and build a
small fire. We gathered brushwood to dry. Then, in the firelit dimness, we
clustered over the tiny flames.

The last wine flask was passed round and emptied.

(What would I take with me? I thought, half-tranced. If I had to do this
again. Matches. Compass. Waterproof boots. A good pair of binoculars.
Protein tablets. A brain that would keep me from getting into these
situations in the first place.)

There were dried strips of meat to chew, and handfuls of the bird's-wing
bush's berries. It was not satisfying.

"The rain's got into everything," I said. "Clothes, blankets, the lot."

"Use them anyway," Theluk fed twigs to the fire. Damp smoke coiled up,
sifting out through the makeshift roof. My eyes stung.

"It's near second twilight." Haltern's instinct for time was not dependent
on the visual. "What do you say, Earthspeaker, will the night be colder?"

Her nostrils flared slightly. The plump face was serious, concentrating.

"The wind to ease ... the still air to be wanner, but cold towards sunrise.
Tomorrow . . . no, I do not know."

"Is she accurate?" I was too tired to be sceptical. Or polite.
"Most times," Theluk herself answered.
"If not this time, you'll kill us all. Be sure," Haltern urged.

"And if I am not sure, what will you do? Go out into the dark and seek
Howice's riders?"

"It's the ashiren," I said.



Marie opened dark eyes and said, "You can't give in, t'an, I won't be the
excuse for that."

"When I give in, I won't need an excuse."
He grinned weakly at me.
"T'll take first watch," Theluk said.

At first light, there were five of us. Theluk pulled the brushwood away
from the entrance and found the barbarian woman sitting cross-legged in
the shadow of the rock. She was still wearing the torn Roehmonder cloth,
blackened and flecked with tukinna bark. I understood none of her brief
remarks.

The fire was ashes. We ate the last of the dried meat, and repacked the
blankets. The packs were light.

"Weather?" Haltern asked. His thin fingers dug into his neck, trying to
shift a cramp.

"I don't know. We're a long way out of the land I know ..." Theluk
peered up at the pale clouds visible through the tukinna. "I think it will be
dry."

"I hope you're right." Sleeping in damp warm blankets had given me
stiffness in both legs, and a crick in my neck that meant I couldn't move
my head.

"They'll be out looking," Haltern said. "We must stay off the roads, try
and work south west."

Marie fixed his sling-stones to his belt. "We might be able to Kill
something for supper."

It was slippery walking under the trees. The day advanced, and we
travelled over sharp ridges. Weak sun broke through the clouds towards
noon. We saw no one. No rashaku called. Twice I took the stunner and
scouted round with Marie, hoping for game, but we saw nothing. Tracks
were days old. We filled the water flasks after midday, leaving the rivers
and coming into shallower hills.

Theluk cocked her head. "Listen!"

We were in open woodland, bird's-wing growing sparsely under the
tukinna. Haltern stopped, drawing the harur blades.

"What is it?"
A high-pitched whining came from all directions. Marie drew his



belt-knife.

The first one left the trees as I groped for the stunner. I saw nothing
but the movement. The boy screamed. The barbarian woman caught
something in mid-leap and went over backwards. A snarl split the whining.
Haltern yelled. Theluk's harur-nilgiri came free as she slipped her pack
from her shoulders.

In that second I thumbed the stunner onto full strength and wide beam.
"Out of the way— now!"

Marie hurled himself behind me. I held the stunner two-handed and
fired. Awls drilled into my ears. I heard Theluk scream, distantly. On
widebeam, there's leakage.

I didn't miss.

I was suddenly aware that there was no sound except my harsh
breathing. The whining had stopped. The stunner was quiet. It had been
as natural as target-shooting on the practice ranges. Except that it was
quite different, and nothing was moving now.

Haltern bent double, convulsed by racking coughs, leaning on the blade
that held a corpse to the ground. Theluk sheathed first the harur-nilgiri,
then the short harur-nazari. She turned one of the bodies over with her
foot.

Deep red feather-pelt, black markings, no bigger than a dog. Large
cup-like ears. A long weasel-body, short legs. A sharp-toothed bone jaw,
lips drawn back from a swollen split tongue. The tail was short and not
covered by the pelt. Black slit eyes were already dulling over.

Marie bent down, and Theluk swatted his hand away. "Hei, what—?"
"Don't touch it. That's killpack fever."

Soundlessly, the barbarian woman was with us. Sorting out memories, I
realized that first hand-flick of hers had broken the spine of the beast that
attacked her.

The bodies lay in a fan-spread between the tukinna, some forty in
number.

"Vermin," Haltern said.
"Let's go. They're sleeping, not dead." I bolstered the stunner.

"At least we know why game's scarce," Theluk commented as we went
on through the watery sunlight.



"They know where we are," I said, "and they know what we're trying to
do."

"We've got to go south. I don't know exactly where we are, but if we're
caught between them and the Fens—" Haltern broke off, shaken by deep
coughs.

"Between hammer and anvil," Theluk agreed.

"I won't go back to Corbek." My determination frightened me. It was
fear: I wasn't going back in those cells.

"We'll fight them!" Marie insisted. "That weapon you used on the
killpack!"

"No. They're riding in companies, we'd never do it."

The soft rain fell. We'd had three dry days, three days of looping south
and barely avoiding the Talkul riders. Now, going north over bare hills, we
trudged through mud. Perhaps they couldn't use kazza, 1 thought.
Perhaps they'd lost us. We'd seen no one since the day before.

"Markstone!" Marie shouted. The first in days.
"Oeth," Theluk read. "No, I don't know it."

The barbarian woman was missing again. I scanned the line of hills. The
rain was easing. There was no sign of her. I wondered if this time she'd
gone for good.

"Marhaz. Steal or buy, it doesn't matter which," Haltern wheezed. "Then
make for Mirane as fast as possible, and hope we don't meet more riders
than we can deal with."

"We're not left with many chokes, are we?" Theluk was gentle.

"I agree. Let's go." I moved up beside her and when I had the chance
asked "What's he got?"

"Damp-lung. He needs to rest up a week or two."

Oeth lay below us when we reached the top of the hill. A large telestre
surrounded by outbuildings and beast-pens, almost a town. The pale sun
picked out activity: carts, marhaz, people.

Beyond Oeth, stretching west to the horizon, lay the Fens.

PART FOUR



13 - The Lesser Fens

The lush mossgrass went down to clumps of weed, and then to vast
beds of double-bladed reeds. Towards the horizon were stretches of
standing water. Other species of mossgrass and fungi covered the acres of
mudflats: black and purple, blue and green, iridescent as peacock's
feathers. As we watched, a patch of sunlight swept across the desolate,
flat marshland. Lurid colours flared. Water channels became silver threads,
netting the sun: rivulets, ditches, pools, a web of outspreading waterways.

"The Lesser Fens," Haltern breathed. "Oh, that finishes it, we must go
south now. Now."

To the north and to the south, the hills came down like a coastline to
that sea of quicksand.

Marie moved closer to us. "Is it true—things live there that aren't
human?"

Haltern looked at Theluk, who shook her head. "We keep the edict that
was made in Galen Honeymouth's time," she said. "We to our borders,
and the fenborn to their own. No, I do not know if they are more than
legend."

"It's no concern of ours. We need marhaz." Haltern stumped off down
the track towards Oeth.

The main courtyard was a hundred yards across, telestre house on one
side, stock-pens on the other three. The pens were full, an incredible
hissing and bawling and stinking surrounding us; men and women
shouting their bids for kuru and skurrai and marhaz, and for sacks of
grain. Besides the fruit and bread-fungus stalls there were tables laid out
with embroidered chirith-goyen shirts and zilmei coats; tunics, boots,

and belt-buckles and jewellery; and the short curved harur blades of
western Roehmonde.

"Don't stray too far," Haltern warned, turning over in his palm what
we'd been able to contribute: a few bronze bits, a silver cloak-clasp, and
Theluk's sea-ivory knife. "T'll search out someone less fond of Arad's laws,
honest enough to sell for an honest price."

"Or dishonest enough," I said.

We walked round the square while he was gone, looking at the stalls
where Ortheans wove hurdles from the thin tukinna saplings, and



watching the professional acrobats and jugglers. Once round then back to
wait, trying to look like just another group of visitors to the market. Haltern
was gone a long time. Theluk settled down beside a wine stall out of the
press of the crowd and Marie and I sat beside her. There was a story-teller
behind me, speaking to a gaggle of ashiren:

"—said to the Emperor Sandor, 'Golden you may be, my lord, and
Golden your empire; but because of what I have done, it will not outlast
the reaping of this year's golden corn—' "

A man walked past, his hand twisted in the collar of a hunting kazza. He
did not wear the Talkul insignia. The beast stood hip-high, heavily
muscled, the short white pelt marked with blue dapples. The feathery tail
lashed nervously. A leather hood covered the square-jawed head, with
only slits for the eyes.

Marie yanked at my sleeve, pointing.

Haltern came running through the crowd, pushed past one man,
knocked a woman aside, ignoring her curses, and came up to us out of
breath and sweating.

"They're here," he said curtly. "I saw Howice. And that hired sword,
from Rimon. They must have worked out we were being driven here."

"Marhaz!"

"No one will sel—" he glanced over his shoulder. "We've got to get out
of here!"

As we left the courtyard a yell went up from the far side. I heard a
strong voice bellow, "Witchbreed!" Suddenly I saw Talkul's insignia, and
ran. Marie darted off towards out-

buildings. We pounded through narrow mud-tracks. Haltern was
wheezing, Theluk had him by the arm.

Marie shrieked something lost in the din. Then I was clear of the
outbuildings, running through thick blue-grey mossgrass that dragged
wetly at my boots. Panting, sweating. I slowed to wait for the others.
Between the wooden buildings, I saw a man bend down and unlace the
muzzle of a kazza.

Marhaz dotted the hills round Oeth.

"They put a cordon round the telestre." It was so simple I should have
known.

Haltern, speaking between gasps, said "Too much. One day. Saw us.
Yesterday."



Marie drew his knife. "T'an?"
IlRun!ll

The ground was soft. We out-distanced them, but it wouldn't be for
long. As I saw past the southern edge of the telestre I stopped, breath
heaving, chest burning. There were riders to the south, too.

"Right." Fear hid under determination. "Let's go out towards the Fens,
see if we can work round, hide."

The yowling whine of a kazza rose over the shouting.

The ground turned to mud and the mossgrass to double-headed reeds,
and we halted on the very edge of the marsh. Haltern clung to Theluk's
shoulder. Marie went a few steps into the mud, lurched as he sank
ankle-deep, and dragged himself back. The mud sucked hungrily at his
boots. We stood close together.

"That's it." Haltern sounded relieved. "We can't go any further."

I put my hand under my coat, feeling the hard shape of the stunner. On
a tight focus . . . perhaps.

I dropped the kazza thirty feet from us. The closest men and women
hesitated, the impetus of the mob was lost. I glimpsed riders forcing their
way through. Even a powerpack wasn't inexhaustible: I couldn't take them
all.

Theluk touched my arm and pointed. There was a speck, coming down
from the north over the grassland. A human speck moving with such
speed that it was deceptive: she seemed to float.

The barbarian woman. And marhaz riders behind her. So

they had put a wide cordon round Oeth: I was sorry they were taking
her in it.

Now I could see her clearly, running with her head high and her elbows
tucked into her sides, never putting a foot wrong. Parallel to the reed
beds. A last spurt of effort— wasted, there was nowhere for her to go.

She wheeled and ran into the marsh.

She's killing herself! I thought. She dodged and turned like a dancer,
not sinking, not drowning. Following a route visible only to her animal
senses, picking her way out across the marsh—

"Come on!"
"You're mad," Haltern yelled.



"Marie, stay close behind me. Tread where I do."

The mud was black. Stepped on, it sank. A wash of evil-smelling water
submerged my feet. I splashed knee-deep in mud, tore myself out, and
was suddenly on firm ground.

The barbarian woman was waiting a hundred yards on. I hoped she
was waiting, and not stuck. I picked my way towards her with paralysing
slowness.

Water plopped. I looked round. Something splashed into the mud
beside me. Theluk wasn't far behind us.

"T'an, please. Hurry." Marie's agonized whisper started me moving
again.

"What is it?"

"Winch-bow bolts."

My back crawled. It was nightmarish: I couldn't move faster than a slow
walk. Theluk closed the gap, catching us up. Marhaz riders clustered on
the edge of firm ground. Kazza whined. I couldn't see Haltern, there were
reed beds between us. Now I recognized two riders. One was Howice. The
other—utterly familiar, forking the saddle as if he were part of the
beast—was Falkyr.

The barbarian woman moved again, picking a slow way between water
channels. Searching out the spurs of solid ground that must underlie the
marsh.

Now the winch-bow bolts fell short.

Step and look, step and test. Reed-mats sagged. Mud stank, gasses
bubbling up. Iridescent blue weed masked treach-

erous ground. The last sunlight was swallowed up in cloud. Grey haze
began to creep up from the water.

"Christie."

I waited until Theluk caught up. Like Marie and myself, she was coated
in black mud to the waist. Running had made me hot: now I felt the chill
of the Fens.

"Where's Hal?"

She shook her head. "We can't wait. I don't know what happened."
"We can't leave him!"

"If they see us, they'll follow—edict or no edict."”



The barbarian woman wasn't waiting this time. It was follow her or be
stranded. I didn't hesitate. We picked our slow way across the Fens, she
and I and Marie and Theluk. Great flocks of long-legged rashaku-nai
whirred up round us, until the sky was black with them.

"He's not following." Theluk had ceased looking behind for Haltern.
"They must have taken him."

"There's a simpler explanation.”
"You think he's dead?"
I didn't want to believe it, but these Fens were deadly. "It's possible."

I realized we were on relatively firm ground. Marie ran ahead to where
the barbarian woman had stopped and squatted down. This was almost
an island in the fenland, a few yards high, perhaps a quarter-mile long.
Thick-boled scrub grew tightly on it, nowhere more than waist-high. The
metallic green leaves shone in the evening light.

I saw her digging bare-handed, then the barbarian woman unearthed
several large packages. They were bound tightly in something that looked
waterproof—greased hide, I guessed. She unrolled one. It was a bundle of
fist-sized lumps of paste, unappetizing and greasy. Already stuffing it in
handfuls into her mouth, she pushed the other pack at us.

"Goddess!" Marie said a few minutes later, pausing in gobbling the fatty
mess. "This tastes foul. How can you eat it, t'an?"

"Cast-iron stomach. First necessity for a diplomat. You want to see some
of the things they shoved at us on Bemine."

This was meat-based, I thought, and welcome; but water was going to
be a problem. We couldn't drink fen water.

"How did you know?" I asked the barbarian woman.

"When—" her arm described an arc from the north-west back towards
the hills "—then were many. Now—" her arm swept back, her fist closed
and touched her chest.

"You left these? Caches of food?" Getting no response, I pointed north.
"There were many?"

"Dead," she said simply.

Plain enough, if I was guessing right: a group of her people come to
Roehmonde, all but her killed, and now she was returning the same way.
Where, I wondered. Over the Wall, Haltern had said, Haltern who wouldn't



see if his guess was right or not.

Surprisingly, the scrub burned well. Sap spat and hissed, the heat was
intense. Marie joined me in pulling up bushes and dragging them into a
shelter and firewood pile.

"Grief of the Goddess!" Theluk's face was stained red by the leaping
flames. "Damp it down, they'll see that twenty seri off!"

"Who'll see?" I watched the wood catch. It was more a bonfire than a
camp fire. Standing as close as I could get to the flames, I was warm for
the first time in ten days. The ashiren squatted down beside me. Even the
barbarian woman edged closer. "If they were going to follow, they would
have by now."

"There may be wild beasts." Theluk was quiet. When I looked at her, I
knew why. She was afraid. "And ... the fenborn may not be legends,
Galen took it seriously enough when he was T'An Suthai-Telestre. In four
generations no one's broken the boundary."

Marie looked up dreamily and said, "The High Hall of the fenborn in
Tethi Starsmere is floored with skin, human and Golden. I heard that in a
story somewhere."

"That is legend." As the fire died down, she kicked the outer fragments
into the centre. We erected the little tent, damp-smelling, but better than
sleeping in the open.

Night came, and the thick stars of the Orthean winter sky shone through
the clear air. It was chillingly cold facing away from the fire. A while after
dark, the tail of a nebula rose

above the horizon. Filmy red and blue, it covered half the southern sky.
It took me some time to think, I've travelled past that. Out along the spiral
arm, to Earth.

The hills near Oeth still looked close, despite the seri we'd come. In the
clear morning air I could make out each dip and hollow, white in the early
sun, grey in shadow. Coils of mist hugged the fen water. Ice spangled the
scrub.

Marie was coughing. Theluk took his head in her hand, peered in his
eyes and nose, and down his throat. She patted his arm dismissively.

"You'll be all right."

He began rolling the tent up. She crossed to me and said, "Damp-lung.
It's not surprising. Why you brought kir into this wet country amazes me."



"I was supposed to leave him for Howice's people?"

"They'd have cared for far." Watching me, her expression changed.
"Who'd harm an ashiren! Who'd dare?"

"Anyway, will he be all right?"
"Not unless ke gets somewhere warm and dry."

The night chorus of whoops and cries had stopped at dawn. It was
quiet now, a white silence. In the faded blue sky the day stars were
pinpoints of light. The Fens stretched out south and west and north, flat to
the wide horizon.

Only, in the north there was a line of darker blue about ten degrees up
the sky. I couldn't decide if it were low cloud or extremely high hills. As the
dawn warmth drew the mist up, I lost sight of it altogether.

"T will not wait for thee," the barbarian woman said.

"Oh—sure. We go that way." I pointed south. We could parallel the
Roehmonde hills most of the day, I thought, and hope Talkul's riders had
lost us when we emerged.

"No." She indicated north-west. "That is my way."
"Damn it, we don't want to go further into this!"

"That is my road," she said, with the nearest to temper I'd ever heard
from her. "If it is not thy road, go thy way."

"Theluk!"

But Theluk couldn't argue her out of it either. The barbarian woman was
going home—wherever that was—and nowhere else.

"The other side of Lesser Fens, the Great Fens begin, and the other side
of the Great Fens is Peir-Dadeni—and that is six hundred seri, skirting the
marshes, and do you think we can walk six hundred seri through this? Can
you?"

Eventually she gave up. "Can we go south alone?"

"Can you find a path?" When that sunk in, I said "If we lose her, we're
stuck, it's that simple.”

"You may have killed us all, coming here."
"So I may—>but that doesn't mean TI'll stop trying to get out."

She turned her back on me. "Load your pack light, ashiren-te, I'll take
more in mine.'

My head was hot and heavy and thick. I couldn't stop my nose running,



and I shivered continuously. Throat and lungs were raw from coughing. I
chewed another of the bitter painkillers from the medic kit. It didn't lessen
the pain, but it detached me from it.

Marie, when he coughed, spat pink phlegm. Even Theluk had the
wheezing that marks the beginning of damp-lung.

The barbarian woman pushed on as fast as was possible. With all her
circling and back-tracking, she was keeping us headed north of west on a
direct course. It may have been fever, or empathy, but I was beginning to
see the Fens as she must islands of safe ground, of greater and lesser size,
separated by rivers and seas of insect-ridden water.

Two days, or was it three? This was the first night we hadn't been able
to light a fire. Fog drifted past us. At the arch of the sky it was silver.
Moisture clung to the twisted branches of low trees. We sat among roots,
on the highest spot of land in a flooded basin, wrapped in becamil
blankets, boots almost in the water.

Luminous siriye darted past, multifaceted eyes glowing. Odd cries came
from the reed beds. Marie leaned against me, sleeping with his mouth
open, breathing harshly.

Darkness hit me. It wasn't sleep. There was no knowledge of being
unconscious: it was as if time pleated itself. I woke with a headache that
threatened to split bone.

An unhuman face stared into mine.
X X Xk

Time slipped again: totally disorientated. When I sat up, I held my head
and whimpered. Phlegm loosened, I coughed and spat. Each spasm
rocked my head. The pain almost blinded me.

At last I could sit quiet. The relief was incredible. I opened watery eyes.
The light was green. Reaching up, my fingers met a yielding surface. Very
slowly it dawned on me that I was under cover. The surface was leather.
Pegged over— branches? And laying on more of the same: me, and others
with me. The face I'd seen—or was that fever-dream?—that cat-eyed and
prick-eared face stayed with me, with visionary intensity.

Theluk. Marie. The ashiren lay sprawled on one side, looking very young
and vulnerable. Theluk's face was the colour of uncooked meal. Both were
asleep or unconscious. The barbarian woman was missing. But on the
other side of Theluk, a broad-shouldered man lay with his back to me. For
a second I thought, Haltern! But as I knelt upright, I saw who it was.

Scarred face, the puddingy red and white skin masking half the



forehead, cheek, and chin. That's a burn, I thought detachedly. Fair
silver-streaked mane. The faint dapple of marshflower on his broad hands.

I saw the hired sword out of Rimon, Haltern said. In Oeth.
Did they all follow? Is he the only one? Why; who?

It was like coming out of anaesthetic, I didn't believe in the reality of the
world. I'd had dreams in the dark that were coming back to me now. This
might be another. There were long gaps in my memory. That last camp
site was more than a day away, I thought.

I slept again.

Light flickered. I rubbed my gummy eyes open. There was a dim
impression in my mind of being fed something liquid, and—perhaps of
being carried, I wasn't sure.

Light was red, yellow, was firelight, and shadows moved on the sides of
a tent. A much larger tent. There was a gap at its apex, and a glimpse of
daystarred sky.

The barbarian woman sat cross-legged beside a firepit, feeding chunks
of peat and wood to the flames. I moved, sat

up, coughed. Physical misery rushed back. It was at the same time
stuffy and cold in the tent, and difficult to breathe. I edged over on all
fours to the fire.

"Thou?" She touched her throat, and then mine.

My head ached, my throat was sore, but my lungs had cleared. Dopily I
thought, I must congratulate Adair. The shots work. No pneumonia, no
pleurisy. Christ. Lucky!

I said, "Where are we?"

Her answer was unintelligible. I knelt over the fire for a while, and then
stood up. My legs were weak. The tent stank of excrement and illness. I
made my way over to the flap, gripping the struts for support, and picked
at the lacings.

There was no warmth from the sun hanging low in the south. The pale
sky dazzled me. I blinked. Outside, the chill struck into me. This was high
land, a good yard above the water table level: an island larger than most.
Scrub and twisted trees covered it. I went a little way from the tent to shit.

The Roehmonde hills were no longer visible. There was nothing, in all
the vast circle of the horizon, except the Fens. Across a water channel



were more of the dull green tents, blending into the background, and a
few figures—I couldn't tell what they were at that distance. Quarantine, I
thought. And giggled weakly. Whoever had us didn't want us.

Back in the tent I found Marie awake and huddled over the fire. Theluk
was trying to question the barbarian woman. The man—Blaize n'ri n'suth
Meduenin, it came back bell-clear from the trial—was muttering in his
sleep, and twitching.

"They're fenborn!" the boy said excitedly. "I was awake, I saw them."
"Where are we?" Theluk asked.

"As near the middle of nowhere as makes no difference." I had to sit
down before I fell down, I had no resources of strength left. I wondered
just how ill I had been.

"What's he doing here?" Marie jerked his head at the man. "They've
taken our packs, t'an, and the harur swords."

The stunner was missing too, I realized.

Theluk bent over the fairmaned Orthean, rolling up his eyelids with her
thumb. She frowned. Examining him, she

sniffed his breath and peered down his throat. The puzzled look
vanished.

"He's not sick," she said, "maybe a touch of damp-lung, that's all."
"What's wrong with him?"

"He's ataile addicted. For some time, I'd guess. He won't find any in the
Fens. Well, if he lives through this, he'll be free of it."

"If he lives?"

"We ought to kill him," Marie said. "While we can. He's followed you to
kill you, t'an Christie."

And got picked up the same time we did? I thought. He must have been
behind us from Oeth. What drove hint to that?

"Ke's right," Theluk agreed, "we've little enough chance of getting out of
here as it is."

"No, we can't do that." I had a sneaking regret they hadn't done it while
I was unconscious. You can't argue with a fact. And I didn't need active
malice on top of everything else.

There was a call from outside. The barbarian woman rose fluidly to her
feet and left the tent. I followed her, Theluk holding onto the struts of the



doorway behind me.
Fenborn.

He was not human, not even by Orthean standards, which were what I
applied. The barbarian woman talked to him, standing on the edge of the
waterway.

He was younger than she, slender, with stick-thin limbs, and not much
taller than Marie. Pale, dusty-olive skin had, in the wintry sunlight, a bloom
of gold on it. Green and gold, changing hue with every movement, as in
the weave of a cloth. He was hairless except for a fine black down on his
skull, a ridge from forehead to mid-spine. Obviously male. There was
something wrong or odd about the jointing of his limbs.

Seeing us, he left the conversation with the barbarian woman and
walked over to the tent. His eyes were black, slit-pupilled, half-veiled. As
he breathed, I saw light and shadow chase each other over his skin.

He touched my hand (rough snakeskin feel) and snatched

his fingers away. There were webs between them, pale dapples down
his seamed belly. I wanted to laugh: hysteria. His fingers were ice-cold. He
said something I didn't understand, repeated it, and turned away.

The barbarian woman was not having much better luck in making
herself understood, I saw.

In one movement the fenborn slid under the surface of the channel, out
of sight until the dark-ridged head appeared thirty feet away, at the far
bank. With obvious distaste, the barbarian woman waded through the
mud and swam after him.

She hadn't returned by nightfall.

We rested four days in that temporary camp. I often saw the barbarian
woman among the other tents with the fenborn, though she mostly
returned to us at nightfall. She answered no questions.

I wasn't sure at the end of that time if the fenborn were intelligent, or
only animals. Their speech had nothing in common with any of the
Southland languages, being only grunts. They pegged hides over
branches as tents, and gutted the rashaku-nai and marsh beasts with
stone knives . . . and yet'beavers make dams and fieldmice weave nests.
The fenborn were equally at home in water or on the low land, or—
judging by the pack of young ones—in the twisted branches of the trees.

None of them entered our tent. One came as far as the entrance and



had a chittering and growling argument with the barbarian—she was not
much better understood in their camp than she was in ours—which ended
in a scuffle. It was not until I studied the fenborn that I realized they had
no use of fire. And the barbarian woman had Theluk's tinder-box, and a
firm determination to keep the firepit going.

"We can't stay here," Theluk said towards afternoon on the fourth day.
"They can't keep us."

Westering light was lilac over the water, and the low trees stood black
against the horizon. Wide-winged lizardbirds circled overhead.

"It isn't them—it's that."

The Fens lay chill under the darkening sky. The days were noticeably
shorter now.

"How's the kid?" She'd been caring for him; Earthspeaker duties
included medical training.

"Ke's well enough, likely to recover if ke's kept warm. There's nothing
else I can do."

"The other one?"

"What's he got to do with me?" She was uncharacteristically savage.
"Hunts us half-way across Roehmonde, drives us into this
Goddess-forsaken place, and expects nursing? No, not from me. If it's his
time, She'll take him; and if not, he'll live."

Walking the perimeter of our island, we came back to the tent. It was no
great distance. The woman stretched, linking her bony fingers; and then
dug them into the roots of her mane, kneading the muscles at the back of
her neck. She was tense all the time now.

"I don't feel for this land," she said, "it's too far from home. Perhaps
Arad was right. Too much strangeness—there are some parts of Her that
I'll never understand."

She ducked under the open flap into the tent. I watched the fading
light. A cluster of dark blobs in the water resolved themselves into fenborn
young. They chittered, darted back to the opposite bank as swift as fish,
and became a shrieking, tumbling mob.

"Tastes like rashaku droppings."
"Eat it or starve."
I woke to hear Marie quarrelling with the scarred man. We had no hot



food or drink, only raw meat that could be scorched in the firepit, and a
choice between fen water and leather containers of some milky liquid.
Meduenin was right: it was foul.

Theluk rolled over, ignoring everyone. I saw the barbarian woman was
missing again. On top of the cold, I was developing some kind of allergic
reaction, my eyes and nose streaming, and a skin rash.

"You're dead," the man said, "all of you. You may be too stupid to
realize it, but you are."

The jeering note got to me. I sat up. He was propped

against the tent strut, hands flat on the ground beside him. Sunlight
from the open flap lit his dusty mane, and the red ruin of his half-face.

"You want this?" Marie passed over the leather bag. I sucked the milk,
ignoring the taste.

"You were paid to kill." My voice was rusty. "Pity you got caught with us.
Not too clever, was it?"

He looked pared down to the bone. All through the withdrawal fever
from the ataile addiction, it had been impossible to make him eat. At one
point Theluk had knotted a blanket round him, while he thrashed in
delirium. Now he stared, cocky because he was alive. And wondering why
none of us had knifed him, I thought.

"I'm going to see you dead," he told me in a conversational tone.
"What good will it do you? Will it help that if you kill me?"

His left hand was rubbing his right wrist: he snatched them apart as if
they burned him. The broken wrist had mended, though not set (Theluk
said) as well as it could have been. He had the use of it.

"You won't find them," Marie put in, seeing him looking round for his
packs. "The fenborn have everything."

"Fenborn—" he glanced outside obviously remembering something of
what had gone on round him. Seen in profile, he was young. Younger
than Theluk: late twenties, perhaps, or early thirties. "Well now: fenborn."

"My government—"
"Is a long way from here, if I understand right."

He was not impressed by Earth, by envoys. Obviously not, or he
wouldn't have been hired as killer and witness against me.

"Leave it." I stood up, nibbing my itching eyes, and hunched over the
fire. The whole conversation was beginning to seem unreal. Events were



hallucinatory. I thought, how fit am I? "Just—leave it. We'll settle it later
on. Not here. Not now."

"Why not now?" he challenged.

There were four of us in the tent, and no one of us fit, but it was still
three to one. I admired his nerve, if nothing else.

"Because I don't propose to do the fenborn's work for them. Because if
they kill us, they won't leave you out. It's nothing personal—different
customs, you might say. Let's call a truce."

"Is it true you're Witchbreed?"
I shook my head. He sounded as though he hoped I was.
"Law doesn't apply here," he said.

I was still trying to work out exactly what he meant, when the fenborn
came for us.

14 - Speaker-For-The-People

Orthe's pale sky gleamed like water, freckled at the horizon with
needlepoint day stars. Pith-reeds spiked up out of frozen mud, brittle white
spears. The ground creaked underfoot. Webs of ice edged the open
water. The flat marsh went out to an infinite haze.

A fenborn gestured with her spear, and we huddled aside while the tent
was ripped down. The firepit was given a wide berth. Two or three of
them bent to paw and sniff the leather and struts. Eventually it was
discarded, left in the mud. I felt homeless. Sweat, the lingering taint of
sickness: it had enclosed a warm and somehow comforting smell of
humanity, but the chill air dispersed it.

"What are they going to do?" It was the first time Marie had questioned
or complained, though he'd been crying when he thought himself
unobserved.

"I don't know. It's all right." I put my arm round his shoulders, taking
him under my blanket. I needed to hold on to somebody. We had the
clothes we stood up in, and covers rescued from the tent; that was all.
Theluk was barefoot, her sandals lost somewhere. We looked like refugees.

They carried spears and double-tined forks with stone blades and long
shafts, and stone axes. Some flint-tipped spears lowered in our direction. I



tensed. The barbarian woman appeared out of the mob, gestured towards
the water, and a gap appeared in the crowd. I moved hesitantly in that
direction. Theluk closed up the distance behind me, her eyes scanning
rapidly. Herded, we reached the water.

There was a scuffle behind. I paid no attention. Blaise n'ri

n'suth Meduenin cursed, and then was with us again, wiping a bloody
mouth.

Flat-bottomed boats were piled with rolled-up tents and fish-spears. We
sat among damp leather and gutted marsh beasts. A woman heaved us
free of the mud, and we were poled across the deep water to the other
side of the channel. Tall reed beds rattled in the wind.

A group of fenborn stepped lightly aboard. I could see six other boats
from where I sat, all low in the water. Hides stretched over a wooden
framework: I could feel the pulse of the water under me. Theluk sat bolt
upright, gripping the sides.

"Can you swim?" Blaize said sardonically. "It might be easier in the end."

"They'd kill us." Marie's eyes fixed on the fenborn, adult and young, who
followed the boats, threading paths over the treacherous mud, or
swimming and diving in the open channel.

"Quick, at least. There are harder ways of dying."
"Be quiet," I snapped. He shrugged.

We passed through deeper channels between towering banks of reeds,
yellow-green and still with the husks of red bloom on them. Two of the
fenborn stood at the rear of the leaf-shaped boat, digging long poles into
the mud. A third sat in the centre, breast-feeding an infant. She had dugs
like an old sow. Two others, nearer me in the boat, were trying to keep
four or five young fenborn quiet.

One of the litter, about three seasons old, crawled over the tents to stare
at us. The dark eyes watched us, nictitating membrane blurring the slit
pupils. Broad forehead, pointed chin, and flat ears that came to a small
point. The impression was half-human, half-batrachian, but not ugly. A
changeling child.

The younger male swept it up and dumped it unceremoniously back in
the stern, with the immemorial gesture of adults. Male? I thought. And
stared. The belly bulged. Undeniably male, but to all appearances
pregnant.

Settled back down again, the younger male and the female had their



heads together. I saw him, slender webbed hands at his stomach; and
then he was holding an oblate spheroid, and then another. The female
took and examined them. They

were greenish-white, fist sized, and with a tough flexible covering.

Terison, it came back to me; Terison, and the birth, and the babies born
in a flexible membrane. The membrane that must be the last evolutionary
remnant of this process.

The younger male was replacing the eggs in his pouch, and the other
female giving suck to the child—or was it a different child? I couldn't tell.
Ortheans don't pair, they group. This group, I thought, must be one unit;
I wonder if it applies to the other boats . . .

"Are you all right?"

I hugged Marie closer, and managed to stop giggling. "It's just funny,
the things I still notice. When there's no need."

Theluk's knuckles were white with the strain of gripping the boat. She
didn't talk, only shaking her head in response to questions. Blaize n'ri
n'suth Meduenin had a curious abstracted expression, almost a lost look,
and his hands went to his belt-pouch as if he expected to find ataile
leaves. It was not an addict's search. If he lives, Theluk had said, he'll lose
the desire. I thought, he's trying to understand why he doesn't want it any
more.

Towards noon I saw the shadow-line on the northern horizon again. It
was too hazy for hills, unless extremely distant, but too solid for cloud. I
lost sight of it after that, as we came among wider channels and higher
islands covered with interlinking trees. Roots hung black into the water,
contrasting, with the chrome-yellow, plate-like leaves. The water was the
colour of jade. Kekri flies hung in clouds in the midday warmth, glittering
metallic blue and green. Other fenborn came to take over poling the boat.
They swam in the stagnant water, catching their food live, and sometimes
throwing mudcrawlers or amphibians into the bottom of the boat. No one
fed us. I was too tensed up to notice.

I thought, if this is how they took us when we were first captured and
drugged, we could be a hundred seri from Roehmonde. And if so, and if
we do get free—where are we going to go?

Channels and mudflats: the monotony of the flat land bore down on us.
The afternoon passed in a daze. The sun stood

over my left shoulder. The boats crept on north wards, and a dark
smudge grew infinitesimally until I could make out more scrub-covered



islands. I began to see more fenborn, some in camps, some standing and
watching as we passed. There were no hails. We drifted in a silence that
lulled us into apathy, hid fear under temporary boredom.

Trees met overhead, enclosing us in a yellow twilight. Through thin gaps
the afternoon sun dappled white on black water. I shook Marie awake.

"What?" He threshed upright. "Where?"
"I think we're stopping."

The trees extended roots into the water, black scaly bark covered with
scarlet and blue mosses. Fenborn children crouched on the roots watching
us, sometimes slipping under the surface and coming up beside the boat.
They chattered, and gave high-pitched squeals. The adults grunted and
swatted them away. The boat was poled into an apparent dead end,
where other boats were moored. The charnel, spicy odour of the disturbed
water was overpowering.

Fenborn slid lithely ashore, pulling and jamming the boat between roots.
There was no earth visible. The roots and fibres formed a semi-solid mat.
Marie looked questioningly at me. I tried to focus, to concentrate; I wished
I could see the barbarian woman. One fenborn grunted, jabbing a spear
in my direction. I reached out and hauled myself up into the roots,
clambering, clutching at branches, and holding out a hand to Marie.
Underfoot, the matted roots gave and swayed. Blaize followed, then
Theluk. The fenborn chittered.

Theluk shoved me aside, breaking free. Scrambling over roots, clutching
branches, hurling herself along the edge of the island—away from the
fenborn. Marie called out. The nearest fenborn threw a stone axe with
perfect accuracy, catching the Earthspeaker at the base of the skull.

She went forward as if her legs had been cut out from under her, hit
the roots, spun sideways, then jack-knifed in a fold that slid her under the
black water. The ripples died.

I stared stupidly at the spot where Theluk vanished.
Two fenborn dived under the water, and reappeared mo-

ments later. As they climbed out, a swirl of water showed the soaked
cloth of Theluk's coat. It sank again. The fenborn chattered at each other.
The spears jerked with an unmistakable command: move.

"She—I—she wouldn't have felt—" I was blank. "It can't have
happened. It—must have killed her, she—"



Marie cried noisily and wiped his face, leaving smears of black mud.

"Do you want to end up with her?" Blaize shoved the ashiren forward.
The fenborn's incomprehensible order came again. Spears raised.

Theluk. It was impossible to walk over the mass of roots without
concentrating on not slipping. I thought of Theluk, and if branches were
too weak to bear my weight, and of Theluk: never really known, only as
the friend of a friend. Bemused, moving in a dream, under snaking
branches and green and yellow leaves; and Theluk, competent, and a
private person: why did she run, what panicked her?

Now we were surrounded by fenborn, male and female, old and young;
with a pack of children underfoot. Barefoot, sharp-eyed, frighteningly
silent.

Those seconds: so quick, so casual, if I'd had my head turned the other
way I'd never have seen it. Theluk. The slung axe, the folding body. Barely
a disturbance. And now wide-eyed and mud-throated down in the tangled
roots.

"Christie." Marie took my hand, and we walked onto firmer ground.

Shafts of autumn sun speared down into the gloom. The tangle of
branches lifted, forming a high roof and the tightly woven roots were
carpeted with skins. Fenborn sat and stood round the edge of this natural
hall. The skins, two and three deep, made for firmer footing. They had a
curious dusty gold sparkle to them. In the centre space, on a massive
block of blue-grey stone, sat an ancient fenborn. Beside her was the
barbarian woman.

I went up to her, pointing at the old fenborn. "Has she my tongue?"
"Yes. Little."
"Then tell her—tell her there's been a murder."

X X %

The silence was broken, the barbarian woman and the fenborn with us
all screeching at the old fenborn woman. The assembly jabbered. A child's
thin wail rose above the noise. The old woman raised her arms. The noise
quieted.

"She is Speaker-for-the-People," the barbarian woman said. "Thy friend
is dead?"

"They killed her!" Marie, shrill.

The fenborn woman grunted. I stepped forward. She looked down at
me. She was dirty, faded, eyes filmed over with whitening membrane. A



frown tugged at her forehead. She gestured.
"Show thy hands," the barbarian woman said.

I put my hands flat on the shoulder-high stone. The fenborn woman put
her hand beside them, prodding, counting over the fingers. Her hand was
icy. She reached down, touching me on the cheek, staring into my eyes. I
held still. There was nothing to do. It wouldn't bring Theluk back if I got
myself killed.

A flare of empathy came through the old woman's touch. I knew beyond
doubt that she would not order me murdered. It was so certain that I was
not surprised when the barbarian woman said, "Thou and thy possessions
are free of here: she says, Go."

"What's she going to do about Theluk?"

There was speech too swift for me to follow, part in the fenborn grunts
and squeals, part in the barbarian woman's archaic conglomerate of
several Southland tongues. Behind me, Blaize n'ri n'suth Meduenin swore.

"Never mind the dead," he said, "what about the living?"

The barbarian woman argued in the sun-striped twilight. Yells came
from the crowd. The blue-grey stone, lit by the white sun, showed intricate
carvings on its side. Too intricate for fenborn. Hunger buzzed in my head
and settled in a knot of pain in my chest.

"She says, Go," the barbarian woman repeated. Some of the other
fenborn dragged packs out onto the floor. They'd been opened and picked
through, some seams ripped, some clothes torn, and a lot of stuff missing.
The medic kit was there, but empty. Surprised, I saw the harur blades had
been left untouched.

I hesitated. It was failing Theluk not to push it further. But what good
would it do?

I scooped up half the stuff and Marie grabbed the rest. As we turned
away, spears lowered.

"You said we could go!" I called.
"Thou," the barbarian woman said, "and I, but not these others."
Marie gaped. Then Blaize spoke.

"Possessions too," he emphasized, "and ke is her I'ri-an, and I am her
hired sword; you must send us with her."

The barbarian woman translated it. I saw Blaize keen and tense, half his
attention on them and half on the discarded harur blades. He'll fight, I



thought, if this doesn't work.

At last the barbarian woman touched her hands to the fenborn's, and
walked swiftly towards us. She gestured us to follow, and this time they let
all of us pass.

"Watch your back," Blaize murmured, "they've already killed once."
"I don't need reminding!"
"Pity you didn't remind them."

I nearly stopped to argue it out there, but we had to keep moving. The
fenborn clustered round us. They were overhead in the branches, sure
footed; close by, not quite touching. '

"T should have talked to her," Marie said. "She looked after me. If I'd
seen she was scared, if I'd listened, she might not have run like that. Do
you think she would have run like that?"

"She misjudged, that's all." Blaize was less sharp. "There's no second
chances."

Out from under the trees, to a low muddy shore. The whole western sky
was silver and indigo, reflected in water channels, gleaming on mud flats.
The rushes rattled. The barbarian woman caught the prow of one of the
shallow boats. I dumped the armful of stuff in the bottom of the boat, and
Marie copied me.

Why they took us, why they didn't kill us, why they let all of us go—I can
speculate, but I don't know. The barbarian woman and I still had a very
imperfect understanding of each other. It was possible they thought the
Fens would kill us. Or

other fenborn. Or the barbarian woman herself. Or was it some
blood-price for Theluk?

"Move," I said, trying to keep balanced, and the barbarian woman and I
clumsily poled the boat out into the middle of the channel. The fenborn
watched us in silence. Blaize sat, sorting through the baggage for his own
gear. Marie held the edge of the boat, staring back over the stern.

"I suppose it's different for an Earthspeaker," he said, "but everyone
should go back to their own telestre when they die. For the fire. The
Goddess is always the Goddess, but—I don't want to rot in these
marshes."

"Nor do I." It was difficult to keep the boat from grounding. "We'll stop
when we're out of sight. See if you can't get rashaku-nai with that sling of
yours. We've got to eat."



The boy was expert with slingstones, and the barbarian woman had a
remarkable ability to catch mudcrawlers. Blaize took a turn poling the boat.
And I watched for the fenborn. I couldn't believe they'd leave us alone.

Second twilight showed, on the distant northern horizon, the faint
shadow of hills.

PART FIVE

15 - Over The Wall Of The World

"Can you use these?" 1 offered Marie Theluk's harur-nilgiri and
harur-nazari.

He said hesitantly, "I'm still ashiren."
"And I don't know one end of them from the other—you do."

He buckled the belt round his waist, drew the blades—that simultaneous
flourish—and replaced them to make readjustments. I thought how he'd
changed. He was skinny, a little taller, and the once cropped mane hung
round his face in rat's-tails. But he was not a child. Ashiren or not, if he
were human I'd have taken him for a young man.

"The packs are light," he observed.

"Thieving savages." I knew the fenborn had followed us, watching, to
the edge of the Fens. Their light-fingered way with property didn't bother
the Southlanders—who weren't particular that way themselves—but it
annoyed me. All I'd got left was the stunner, and that only because it had
no recognizable use. It was pure chance no one had tossed it in a ditch.

"Christie." The barbarian woman came over with her arms full of the
waxed food-skins. I used my knife to rip one open, and Marie and I ate
handfuls of the cold greasy meat. It had been lean going the past five
days. Most fen beasts and predators were hibernating.

"Which is thy way now?" I asked her, and the barbarian woman pointed
at the Wall.

The five days in the boat had been mild for autumn, hazy skies and mist
over the Fens, so it was not until today that we



had gained a clear sight of the hills. I was curious: they were surely too
low to have shown up so far across the marshes. Then, looking idly up
beyond them into the hazed sky, I saw first blue shadow, then what I took
for solid cloud, and at last glittering rocks and snow peaks. Breaking from
the haze and showing itself clear across the northern horizon was the Wall
of the World.

We camped on a low heath just out of the marshes, using the
framework of the boat to fuel a fire. Low hills rolled up to the north,
covered with a browngold mossgrass and outfalls of rock. About six seri
away the foothills humped up, covered with dark trees; and the base of
the Wall fanned up from them.

"You want us to climb—"

"There is a path." Her hands moved narrowly apart. She must have
come down that way, I realized. So there must be a pass.

North-east and south-west, the line of the Wall continued. There were
peaks, headlands, crevasses striking back into the northern land. But in
most places it was sheer rock face, heaved up like a snow-crested wave
about to smash down on the Fens. Some gigantic slip-fault. We faced rock
cliffs easily seven thousand feet high, and those further off—I squined in
the clear light—maybe twenty or thirty thousand.

"If you're going to have an unknown pass down from the Barrens, this is
the place to have it." Blaize n'ri n'suth Meduenin bent down to fasten his
pack. He nodded at the Fens. "Any barbarian army that can get through
that and still manage to invade us deserves to win."

Marie pointedly ignored him. "Need we go, Christie? Maybe we could
follow these foothills back to Roehmonde."

"If it doesn't mean crossing fens again. If it isn't a great distance, which
I suspect it is. If Roehmonde was any less dangerous than being here."

He had to crane his neck to see the top of the peaks. "Is that any
better?"

"To be practical—while we follow her, we know there are caches of food
along the route. We'll eat. As for getting back to Roehmonde," I admitted,
"I'm lost."

"What about him?" He indicated Blaize, who'd moved out of earshot,
staring up at the Wall.

"Keep it as we've been doing it. Sleep alternate watches, and don't take



your eyes off him."

We paralleled the Wall all of that day, walking in a mild sun and a south
wind from the Fens. Towards second twilight the barbarian woman turned
from west to north, rounding a headland that flamed saffron in the sunset.
Twenty seri away across low hills, the Wall stood black against the west.
The crevasse ran up towards the north, so that we were walking with
peaks on either side, and the ground was almost imperceptibly rising. We
made camp in a shallow dip, burning strips of the brown mossgrass and
eating cold rations.

I took first watch. The sun set abruptly behind an outflung spur of the
Wall; second twilight was short. Silver light flooded the ground, inking in
shadows, leaching the colours from the heath. The others huddled asleep
in the dip, out of the night wind. I was alone.

The stars were so close and so numerous that they ran together in
blazes of light, webs of blue-white spangled with darkness. The Fens lay
hidden under pale fog. This barren land that went up between rock faces
was rough-coated, a shaggy sleeping animal. And the Wall itself, the Wall
of the World, blocked out the stars like a tide of night.

I came back towards the camp, lacing myself up. It was chill, the
mossgrass was crunchy with frost, and the sun put long shadows into the
west. The peaks and cliffs of the Wall stood out in minute detail. I paused,
looking south over the Fens. Somewhere past them, past Roehmonde and
Ymir, hundreds of seri from here, the same sun was gilding the ship's
masts at harbour in Tathcaer, and now the dawn bells were ringing out
over the island.

Light flickered in the corner of my eye. Reflex taking over, I ducked and
fell and rolled away. Coming upright I thought, overreacting, you're
getting nervous, Christie. And then I saw the knife at the base of the rock
outcrop, and the white scar on the stone. Blaize n'ri n'suth Meduenin came
lightly down the slope, harur-nilgiri carried in his left hand and

harur-nazari in his right. The scar made something impossible of his
expression.

Can I take him? I thought, and he circled round, and the morning sun
was in my eyes. I dropped again, anticipating, and heard the spang of
metal on rock: the harur-nazari thrown and lost. 1 backed into
rock-shadow. The steel glittered wickedly.

He closed in, and I rehearsed in my mind the methods for disarming



attackers, feeling stiff and awkward in the cold air. And he came closer
and I shot him.

The whine of high-pitched sound cracked the morning open. I heard
Marie shout and then he came tumbling over the slope, drawing Theluk's
harur blades, and stopped dead. The barbarian woman watched
impassively from the top of the dip. I took my thumb off the stud, and the
silence was frightening. The stunner was warm, comfortable in my palm.

"Is he dead?" Marie asked.

"I don't think so." I knelt down and rolled the man onto his back. He
was heavy. His arms flopped. I'd never used the stunner on an Orthean. If
they were more sensitive . . .

A little blood ran from his ears and nose. But the heartbeat was strong
under my hand.

"What am I going to do with you?" I was talking to myself. I left him,
melted frost soaking into the back of his tunic, and went to pick up the
knives. The blade a few feet from his outstretched hand was a slender
Rimon harur-nilgiri. Marie eyed the man warily and came to sit on one of
the rocks. I had to sit down. I sat rubbing the heels of my hands into my
eye-sockets, trying to relieve tension. It was quiet. We were that way for
some time; the shadows shortened as the sun rose up the sky, and the
rashaku-nai hooted mournfully down in the Fens.

"What are you going to do?" Marie asked flatly. "You— we—have to Kkill
him. Before he kills us."

It was logic, but I couldn't face it.
"Or we could leave him here. Just—go. Let the land kill him for us."

"No, we can't do that. I know he's a good tracker. I can't be forever
watching my back," I protested.

"Spoken like a true Southlander." Blaize's voice was a croak. He hitched
himself up on his elbows, watching us.

"What the hell do you think you're playing at?"

"I was hired for a certain purpose,”" he said.

"In the Fens you claimed to be my hired sword."

"In Corbek I claimed you were my arykei, does that make it true?"

It made me furious. He grinned, sitting up and shaking his head to clear
it. He rubbed his ears. Part deaf, I guessed.

"Of all the stupid . . . and w'ere miles from Melkathi."



"Did I mention SuBannasen?" His head was cocked sideways and he
was frowning. And watching lips, I realized. and deliberately turned my
head when I spoke to Marie.

"Get the stuff packed. I think there's a limit to how long she'll wait for
us.ll

"Right. What about him?"

"Leave it to me." I balanced the harur blades. I'd keep the throwing
knife, I decided.

"You don't have to mention SuBannasen," I told Blaize, "I can add up
facts as well as anyone. But what difference does it make, here?"

I had to repeat the question. He said, "I'm a sell-sword. I make my
living because I keep my word. Unreliable mercenaries don't get paid."

"Is that what brought you into the Fens—money?"

He got to his feet slowly. I pushed the harur blades over to him. There
was no point one of us being unarmed in this wild country.

"You're careless," he accused.
"No, I'll defend myself when I'm attacked."
"Oh, that I don't doubt." A touch of the old acid.

"Shall T tell you one more thing? The damage isn't permanent, I
shouldn't think. You'll hear clear by the end of the day." It was impossible
to miss the fear and relief in his eyes. "But that's once—I can't answer for
what might happen a second or third time; you seem to be more sensitive
to high-frequency sound than we are. If it happens again, the damage
might be permanent.”

He sheathed the blades and then looked at me, weighing up

what I'd said. Marie appeared with the barbarian woman, and called to
me. She was already turning away towards the Wall.

"You think you can cross that?"
"She did."

"Ah, I see. Sooner than return south, you prefer a quiet death on the
rock face. Understandable."

"Well, never mind mercenary ethics. Am I going to have to watch my
back all the time from now on?"

"That's rough travelling." His gaze still took in the Wall. "And as I
thought before—laws don't apply out here."



I didn't trust him. But we went on up the narrowing valley, between
peaks spidered with snow against a glaring sky.

Walking was hell. The brown mossgrass here grew tough and springy
and knee-high. Impossible to push through, it was necessary with eaich
step to tread it down. And it hid potholes, ankle-wrenching rifts in the
ground. The first half hour had me running with sweat despite the icy
wind. Old dry shoots broke off as we walked and crept into everything;
hair, eyes, shirt, and boots.

By unspoken consent we broke to rest every few miles. I sprawled
belly-down and breathless, and thought that if the barbarian woman
couldn't wait for us she could go to—but she sensed our temper, I think,
and slowed her pace.

At second twilight T raised my head, having been walking all day,
watching where I was putting my feet. It amazed me how close the
mountains had come. No, not close, I thought. We're already in them.

Miles distant on either side, the great peaks rose up. This rough
unforested land they held between them was an ancient geological
split—and must be the barbarian woman's pass. We were way above
fen-level, and the land was still rising.

Mist gathered over a cold stream bed. The barbarian woman uncovered
food and skin tents in a cleft slope that wasn't worth the name of cave. We
cleared a space to burn mossgrass, and huddled out of the wind. Sleep
didn't come easy. By now we were wearing all the spare gear we had, and
it was still bone-chillingly cold. I woke several times to chafe circulation into
hands and feet.

If the weather doesn't break, I thought, maybe we stand a
chance. If the wind rises ... if the chill-factor increases . . . if it rains . . .

If we don't get across this pass and down into the country beyond inside
a day—tomorrow—then the chances are we won't make it.

I fell asleep without ever wondering what lay the other side of the
mountains.

Dawn showed pale rock against a star-dusted sky, all milky shades of
blue and pastel grey—soft, it looked; and yet as I saw it I could sense the
knife-sharp rock, the razor-edged wind. Here the cold presence of the rock
was closely felt: dark, wet, massive and solid. But ahead and all around,



scarp-faces reared up into the northern sky. Ten, fifteen, twenty thousand
feet in one sheer span. And the blue distance softened them to grey and
white.

Dawn, and a long day coming.

The mossgrass grew sparsely as we climbed higher—it was a blessing to
walk easy for once—and great broken boulders littered the steep slope.
The chill of the rock struck through becamil coats; breath was white on the
air.

Towards midday the first tendrils of mist crept down off the peaks.

Old brown snow, still frozen from last winter, clung to the northern
shelter of the boulders. Sounds echoed. Somewhere I heard water falling.

A hot ache settled itself under my ribs. The air parched in my throat and
lungs. Cold and the physical effort shut me off: we climbed each in our
own world. The barbarian woman was always ahead, vanishing into the
thickening mist and reappearing like a vision.

Putting one foot in front of the other took all my concentration. Mist
pearled on my hair, soaking it; my lips froze with every breath. Twice
when I sat down to rest I fell instantly asleep, but the cold woke me. Each
time it was harder to get up again.

It frightened me that I was so exhausted, so soon. And there was a new
sensation I felt but couldn't identify—more a

vacancy than an exhaustion—that would have frightened me all the
more had I been capable of worrying about it.

The mist boiled and shifted, soaking like a soft rain, and it was a long
while before it mattered to me that the slope was now a downward one. I
saw a thread of chill water flowing downhill past me, the mist thinned as
we came out from under its ceiling, and all of us stopped to look in the
long afternoon. The cold eased as the wind dropped. There was no joy in
knowing we had crossed the pass, nor any point in looking back: now we
could only go on.

"We're lucky," Blaize said grudgingly as we rested, "any later in the year
and this would be blocked by snow. It must be Riardh Secondweek or
Thirdweek now."

Movement alerted me. The barbarian woman was on her feet again,
and picking her way down the long slope. The rock went down into many
gullies and long transverse hills. Clear light covered the tundra, pale gold.



Even I could see that we couldn't survive here in bad weather, and not
very long in good weather either. Nothing grew, and the hunting would be
sparse. Here were the exposed ribs of the land, the bones of Orthe. An
uncompromising country, we'd have to come to it on its own terms or it
would kill us.

The barbarian went ahead, our only guide.

There was a food cache in the valley coming down from the Wall, but
half of it was spoiled. Faint white plumes on the peaks became streams in
the valleys, noisy and rushing, cold enough to freeze hands. We stayed
there, in that air that seemed mild after the pass, for all the next day. We
had come down no more than three or four thousand feet—the whole
tableland was higher than the fen country.

"Where are you going?" I asked the barbarian woman in as many ways
as I could frame the question.

"We are Kirriach people," she said, and her brown arm swept out
towards the north west. That was all.

We're coming to the end of it, I thought. One way or another. There's a
limit to how long we can live rough. There's a limit to how long we can go
on with never enough sleep—Christ, but I'd like one unbroken night! A
limit to how long we can live half-starved. And sooner or later there's

bad weather coming. She can survive. She's tough even for an Orthean.
But we can't.

I spent most of the day sleeping. Every time I stirred, I saw Marie and
Blaize dozing by the embers of the fire. Suddenly there was no question of
watching each other. The barbarian woman was sometimes there and
sometimes not, seeming unwearied.

Someone shook me, and I opened my eyes to twilight. The sun had set
behind the peaks already, flushing the snow pink and saffron. Marie was
leaning over me.

"T think she wants us to move. What shall we do, Christie?"

It was a minute before I collected my wits. I blew on my hands to warm
them, and looked round for the pack.

"Could make sense—keep walking at night, sleep in the day when it's
warmer. Better than freezing to death. Yes."

" 'Make sense'?" Blaize was incredulous. I ignored him.
We went on by starlight, bright enough for us to pick a path. The



barbarian woman increased the pace, waiting impatiently until we caught
up. A sense of urgency infected us. I didn't know what there was in this
land that we should fear. As the night wore on, we tired. The long cold
hours after midnight sap the strength. I trudged on beside Marie. We
were leaving hill country, coming into flat land. If I'd thought, I might
have wondered at the smoothness of the route.

Something angular blocked the starlight. Then the barbarian went in
through an arch. A doorway. I touched a wall, wonderingly. Stone.
Dressed stone, here in the Barrens.

Yellow light flickered, destroying night vision. A dead-wood fire showed
the limits of the broken-roofed stone room, and the barbarian woman,
crouched down with Theluk's tinderbox. The fire was catching now. Blaize
shouldered past me, dropping his pack on the flagstones, and hunched
down, cupping his hands for warmth.

Water-skins. Fat meat sealed in waxed leather. I saw Marie slit the
stitching with his knife, and was released to join in. We ate like animals,
not sparing breath to talk, and soaked dry tongues in water. The wood
crackled noisily. The barbarian woman laid strips of mossgrass on it, and it
burned low and intense.

I saw her face by firelight, teeth gleaming. She leaned back against the
wall, watching the smoke spiral up to the sky showing through the gaps in
the roof. I'd thought her expressionless before. Now I could see that the
strain had gone out of her face; she was relaxing.

I fell asleep as false dawn outlined the archway.

Something hard was jammed into my cheek. Warm and half-sleeping, I
was reluctant to move. The discomfort roused me. I opened my eyes. It
was a bootheel, belonging to the Rimon mercenary. When I moved, I
banged my head against Marie's leg. Neither of them moved.

The fire was dead. The barbarian woman wasn't present. By the light
through the arch, the sun had been up a good long time.

I picked my way across the floor—over blankets, foodbags, and
firewood—and out of the arched doorway. Sunlight dazzled me. The stone
was blue-grey, almost translucent in the light. I went outside to relieve
myself. Then I took a bleary look round and realized what I was seeing.
This was no isolated hut. There were dozens of buildings in my immediate
view, and the wind blew dead leaves down paved streets.

It was a ruined city.



Ruined and deserted, that much was obvious at a glance. The buildings
were all of the same stone and all of a pattern. They gave the impression
of being curiously incomplete, mere shells. Reaching a crossroads, I saw
one way led back towards the snowpeaks—that must have been the road
we came in on. But in all other directions, the city stretched away as far as
I could see.

I followed paths. Mostly there were triple junctions, and after I'd passed
a few it became apparent that the prevalent shape of building was
hexagonal. And the buildings lacked that central courtyard that I'd come
to take for granted in Southland architecture.

"Christie!" The boy came scrambling after me. "Goddess! It goes on
forever."

Knife-edged shadows lay across our path, the straight-edged shadows
that only occur in cities. The sun was low in the south behind us. Ahead,
there was barely anything left

standing. Walls jutted up from moss-covered hummocks. Pale-leafed
scrub forced its way between the paving stones. The weather had
rounded the edges of the slabs, worn them smooth. The walls might have
been carved, once. Further on, open to the sky, there were only lines on
the barren earth to show where walls had stood. A great flight of steps
went down a slope, beginning nowhere and ending nowhere, grown over
with a feathery silver-green weed. We stood on the steps. They were as
rounded as if the sea had worked on them.

"It's old," I said. "Lord, it's old!"

"It's big." Marie stared round. The ruins went on north as far as the eye
could see. A few miles off were taller structures. I caught myself
wondering if it would be possible to explore them.

"I don't like it," he said quietly, trying not to disturb the silence.
"It's—this is what they warn us about. No wonder the tribes are
barbarians. Living with this."

"We don't know that they do."

The circle of the horizon, with only a southern snowpeak boundary,
cupped the ruined city in worn fingers. A wind blew across the desolate
land and whined between the jutting walls.

"Let's go back," Marie said. I agreed.

The barbarian woman was there, and Blaize was arguing with her. She
watched him in total incomprehension. When she saw me, she pointed to
the north.



"Our road."

"We can't travel far."

Her hands moved close together. "Not far."
"Days?" I indicated the sun.

A headshake. That was all I could understand. She waited impatiently
while we packed all the spare food and water with our blankets. Blaize had
the set look of a man dragged into something against his will.

He and Marie were alike in one thing, I thought, as the barbarian
woman led us on northwards. Being in a city this size—even one that had
been dead several thousand years— bothered them. The parts of the
Southland that I'd seen had nothing as big as this.

Before mid-afternoon, we stopped. The barbarian woman led us past
shallow dips in the earth that I realized were collapsed underground
chambers, and into thick scrub. There she halted, casting about, and
hauled a stone slab to one side. Worn steps went down into the dimness.

Inside was cool and dry. Light seeped in from gaps in the ceiling, a
ceiling that must have been the floor of a great building but was now
masked with the brown-leaved scrub. My eyes adjusted to the twilight, it
was a huge hall-like space, stone-floored and with pillared walls. Stacked
along the far wall were water skins, leather foodbags, blankets and pelts.

"In every stone place." The barbarian's voice echoed softly. "Enough for
twelve—" she counted on her bony fingers so that I'd understand her
"—twelve of us, for twelve sunsets. We must pass these lands."

IIYOU?II
"All Kirriach people.”

Marie was walking past the shadowy stacks. He came back with strips of
mossturf in his hands and put them in one corner. The floor was
blackened from previous fires. The barbarian woman crouched down with
the tinderbox, striking flints over dry slivers of wood.

We ate. The short afternoon drew down to evening outside. At last the
barbarian woman stood. She went to the steps. There was a cold wind
blowing.

"Christie."

I went over, waiting for her to speak.
"Thee must wait."

"How long?"



She counted twelves on her fingers two or three times and shrugged. "I
will speak with Kirriach people. Thee must stay."

"May I not come and speak with them myself?"
"They would kill thee. There is food. Wait. I will come to thee."

I followed her up the steps. She pointed towards the less destroyed part
of the city.

"There is well-water." She put both hands on my shoulders. "Stay here."
"T'll wait," I said. There was nowhere to go.

She dropped her hands from my shoulders, turned, and loped off into
the second twilight. I stood in the cold until I lost sight of her, and then
went below.

Both pairs of eyes fixed on me. The man and the boy, both with the
same distrustful expression. I squatted down beside the fire.

"We wait till she comes back, I guess."
"She's going to her people?" Marie asked.

"Let's hope she doesn't bring them back with her." Blaize was as
self-contained and sharp as ever. "I'd sooner keep my head where it is,
and not on a barbarian's lance. But then, considering she's gone south
with a band of her own people, and come back alone with two
Southlanders and you—"

"She'll have some explaining to do." I regretted he'd heard Marie and I
speculating about her origins.

We waited.

16 - Kirriach People

"How long?" Blaize persisted.

"You can count, can't you?" Marie added the eighth notch to his tally
stick. He'd tried scratching the wall, but the blue stone was diamond-hard.

"How long will you carry on this stupidity? The longer we stay here, the
less we'll have to keep us on the journey. It's a long walk back to the
Southland."

"Any time you want to try it, don't bother to wait for us." Marie went



back to stirring broth in the small can hung over the fine on a stick
wedged across the hearth-comer. It was the only utensil we'd saved.

Blaize lounged with his back up against the pile of scrub-wood, one
booted foot almost in the ashes of the fire. His pale mane was dark with
din. He was cleaning under his claw-nails with the tip of his knife.

"The first thing we'll run out of," he went on, "is firewood. There isn't
that much growing hereabouts. Not water, I admit; there's the well. But
food, now, and time—"

"If you think we're short on wood, why don't you go out and collect
some more?" I couched it as a suggestion. To my surprise he grunted, got
up, and went up the cellar steps.

"We—ah—we could pack what food we could carry." There was a query
in Marie's tone. "We could walk. I don't know where. That garrison the
T'An Ruric went to—it must be on the Wall somewhere."

"East of here. But north-east of Corbek, if I remember the map. It's
probably a good three hundred seri."

His face tightened. "We could try."

"Look—" On the verge of hysteria, I said "I don't know how to put this. I
don't want to start walking again. I don't think I can. All right?"

"I don't want to either. But if we don't, what happens to us?"
"T suppose ... we might have to stay with these tribes for a while."
"You mean as prisoners?"

"There's worse things than that." At the back of my mind was the
thought that, the barbarian woman having gone down to the Southland
with her own people and returned with three strangers, it might be much
easier for her (and who wouldn't take the easy way out) if she just forgot
we were here.

I heard footsteps, and Blaize reappeared with an armful of branches. I
hauled myself upright and grabbed the wooden bucket.

"Going to the well."

Outside there were coin-sized spatters of dampness on the grey stone.
Flakes glittered in the air, not rain, not quite snow. The peaks of the Wall
were hidden. Massive grey-white clouds hugged the horizon, looking as
though their undersides had been soaked in ink.

I levered the slab off the top of the well, and lay flat to dip the bucket in



icy water. The wind thrummed on the ruined walls. I sat on the stone slab
for a few minutes. Sometimes the cellar walls closed in. I was irritable,
partly because I was always hungry, and trapped in a circle of digestive
upsets. But partly because I was here, miles from any kind of civilization, in
a ruined city of the Golden Witchbreed. And I knew why.

I don't think T was less efficient in Corbek than I was in Tathcaer. But
things were different in Corbek. If I hadn't been careless I would have
realized what was going on; all the clues were there in Arad and Howice's
behaviour. If I'd had more than half my mind on my job. Lover, arykei,
under whatever misapprehension . . . when it's dead, Haltern said (Hal, I
need you here), when it's dead, leave it.

Failure has its own heady excitement. Tried by church court, hunted
across half a province—I fucked it up, I thought, but I'm still here, I've
survived so far.

That wouldn't last, I knew; as I'd get used to it, it would start gnawing
at me.

Falkyr, Falkyr at Oeth with the hunters. And Haltern—if he was dead, I'd
make somebody pay. If I ever get out of here, I thought, T'll take it to
Ruric, to the Crown. Ruric: I don't know if she's alive, any more than I do
Haltern. And Theluk—

I can face her death now, I thought. I might die that way myself,
sudden, unprotected. I don't want to; I'll fight to prevent it, but—it's
possible. And if I can accept it for myself, how can I not accept it for her?

A dusting of snow fell the next day. Marie called me outside.
"Look at that." He pointed.

Tracks feathered the snow: delicate claw and wing marks, heavier paws,
sinuous trails. The sharp edges of the ruined city were masked.

"I thought there was no game here."

"Oh, it's here." Marie was frustrated. "But I can't get close to it.
Everything here is used to being hunted."

"The tribes, I suppose." I thought of the barbarian woman, and
changed the subject quickly. "T'll get the water. Can you check the fire
isn't going out? It looked low."

"Right." He clattered back down the steps.

There was a thin film of ice over the water. I shattered it, kneeling, and
then paused. Reflected in the black water, a face. I almost didn't



recognize it. It wasn't just that I was filthy, my matted hair cropped back
with a knife. I'd lost weight, had hollows under the cheekbones, my
temples were sunk in. There was no mask left: I looked afraid.

I dipped my hands in the icy water, shuddering. It was too cold to
wash. My old Roehmonder clothes had lost their original colouring,
become a uniform mud-brown. Dirt flaked yellow on my. skin. Lice-bites
made red irritations. I'd torn my last and least filthy shirt up to bandage
my feet; chilblains had burst and were running sore.

For pre-tech worlds, you don't have to be too fussy. Nobody likes dirt
and discomfort, but put up with it. So he said: my uncle, John de Lisle,
minister for the department. That was when I applied for off-Earth
postings. I'd always sworn never to use family influence—certainly not the
de Lisle

family. That noble resolution lasted until I realized how badly I wanted in
to the ET department. It wasn't fair; he was the only de Lisle who felt
guilty about his family's treatment of mine. When I came asking—and I
was qualified—he had to give.

Would I be here? I thought, shivering, still kneeling beside the well.
Would I be off Earth without that influence? Yes. Would it have happened
this soon? Ah, now, that's another question.

Hearing footsteps, I hastily scooped up a double handful of freezing
water and rinsed my face. I choked and shuddered, wiping my eyes on
my sleeve.

"Problems?" Blaize said.

"Nothing you haven't got as well." I pulled the bucket up by its rope
handle and started walking back towards the cellar. He fell in step beside
me.

"Which one is it?"

"What?" I saw him point, indicating the few daystars still visible in the
west "Oh. You can't see Earth's sun from here."

The stone paving was treacherous under a slick coating of snow. I kept
my balance with difficulty. The man made no move to help.

"What's it like out there?"

When I looked at him, I saw he was serious. Whether it was that—that
he credited my alien origins—or the isolation, or simply that his attacks on
me seemed to have been made a long time ago in a different world, for
some reason I felt I should be civil to him.



"It's surprisingly similar. Given this kind of star—sun, I mean—and a
world at a certain distance from it, all plants and animals and people are
variations oh a theme."

The real aliens are the life forms of gas giants, and roving interstellar
worlds and close-orbit planets; those we may never understand.

"Like that?" He stretched out his hand: thumb and five fingers.
"That's a minor variation."

"And you live in high towers, and fly through the sky, and travel in
carriages drawn by no animal." His tone was mocking.

"You begin to make me think they're right, you are Witchbreed."

"Who are 'they'?" He didn't answer. My guess was SuBannasen. We
came in sight of the cellar. A thin column of heated air rose from the
concealed hearth.

"Why did you come? And what follows you—more 'Breed trickery?" He
turned the scarred profile away from me. "We have our life. It's the one
we've chosen. Will knowing your Otherworld make our life better?"

For some mad reason—and this was the man who had twice tried to Kill
me—I thought I owed him honesty.

"My government talks about mutual enrichment of culture by contact
between Dominion worlds. Which is true enough. Not to say that they
won't enrich themselves, if a world has anything worth trading or buying.
And if they can sell you anything, they'll do that too. There's also medical
aid, improved agricultural methods, things like that—which you'll need."

"We have all we need." He was stubborn, and as certain as if he could
say "we" and speak for every telestre in the Southland.

"How can you say that?"
"We've seen the other. Your way. And it doesn't work."

He was angry, and less protective of his pride than I'd ever seen him.
Shabby, walking with his hands tucked inside his worn coat, ears and nose
red from the cold, the mottling of his scar turned blue and purple.

"Because you've had one technological society on this planet that failed,
it doesn't mean another will. And it's too long ago—"

His head came up, and all the old acid was back in his tone. "1 assure
you, the 'Breed are as dead as their city -- but not forgotten."

He strode ahead. I shifted the bucket to my other hand, blowing on cold
fingers, and followed him down into the cellar.



"Here." Marie took the bucket, and handed me the small can. It was
uncomfortably hot, full of the preserved meat boiled down into a broth.
"When you've eaten, T'll do his."

"You've had yours?"

"While you were outside. What's it like?"

"Cold."

"There's snow coming," Blaize said contemptuously.

I settled down beside the makeshift hearth, picking meat lumps out of
the can and sipping hot broth. Marie sat beside me.

"I wish T was back on my telestre," he said. "It was cold by the Oranon
sometimes, but not as cold as this."

"Maybe we should found our own telestre. Though this isn't exactly the
best place." It was weak humour.

The membrane slid back; his eyes were bright with astonishment. "It
took the Crown and church four generations to decide the Peir-Dadeni
telestres were legal, t'an. You might have to wait a while."

Something Haltern said came back to me: no telestre has changed its
boundaries since it was founded, there have been no land transactions in
the Southland since amari Andrethe founded Peir-Dadeni.

"But you must be able to ... where do people live?"

"Three choices," Blaize said, across the fire. "Their own telestre. Or n'ri
n'suth to another. Or landless."

Marie snapped "She is not landless!"
"She has no telestre."
"But it's different for them—"

It was at that point that empathy, the xeno-team reports, and gossip
came together in my head to give me an image of Orthe. Solid,
unchanging, a totally static society. It appalled me, because it was by
choice. They'd had the technological knowledge of the Golden Empire and
they refused to use it. As I'd realized in Corbek: not a pre-technological
society, but a post-technologcal society.

That put me in a bad position. I was trained for primitive worlds. The
department's rule of thumb there was that a non-spacegoing race
wouldn't prove a threat to the Dominion, and that one member of the
Dominion can't cause major damage to a world. Inaccurate, yes, but good
enough for troubled times. On Earth they called it the Dispersal, this



headlong rush to explore space by the FTL drive, and their main problem
was holding their own authority together.

But Carrick V wasn't pre-tech, not a world to scan and

classify, and perhaps keep satellite surveillance over. Carrick V had had
a civilization that could leave ruins like this city.

We've misunderstood them badly, I thought. What kind of a mentality
leads a world (or is it only the Southland?) to prefer living in danger,
squalor, and disease? That makes Wellhouses and T'An Suthai-Telestres
suppress all of the knowledge that could improve conditions . . .

I looked across at Blaize. I'd had hinted to me often enough in Corbek
that Wellkeepers and Earthspeakers hoarded all kinds of knowledge,
including medical—the Witchbreed had been as advanced as the Dominion
in that respect. There was no technology now to back up the knowledge,
but it could be created. I could live with disfigurement if I knew there was
no way to cure it, but if I knew there was a way, and it had been decided
to forbid it ...

On Earth such a society wouldn't hold stable for two generations, never
mind two thousand years. It argued a more alien quality of thought than
I'd anticipated, seeing human-oids in some respects so similar to ourselves.

"You finished with the can?"

I gave it back, empty. Marie was sulking. Obviously they'd been
quarreling while I was lost in speculation. Given the circumstances, one
was as sensible as the other.

Blaize was sitting with a wooden case on his knees. I'd seen it before in
his pack and assumed from the way he guarded it, it was money or other
valuables. It wasn't. He opened it out: a travelling ochmir set. It gave a
board the size of a large plate. The pieces (in two bags, one for the
version of the game with three players) were enamelled with the various
script characters for ferrorn, thurin, or leremoc.

It took me back so hard I caught my breath. Ochmir games in Corbek's
cold towers, that so often were left half-finished while Falkyr and I pursued
more important matters.

Blaize gave me a hard look. He said, "I don't suppose you do anything
as civilized as play ochmir?"

It would take my mind off the waiting. And any break in the boredom
was welcome. Even with Blaize n'ri n'suth Meduenin.

"Yes," I said, "I do."
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The snow came, and lay for a morning before melting. After that it was
clear and cold. We left the underground chamber as seldom as possible.
But it was necessary to go further for firewood.

Carrick's Star was an ice-eye low to the south. Clouds massed on a north
wind. It was glittering, restless weather. Wet stone, far off, shone like
silver. I used the excuse of firewood to explore, for as long as I could
stand the cold. Seemingly endless, the city offered nothing but ruins.
There were obvious subsidences where underground buildings had
collapsed, but nothing left of the Witchbreed city except stone. And the
three of us camped there, building fires on their tessellated floors, with no
protection against cold or darkness—the barbarians were in the city and
no mistake, I thought.

A call attracted my attention. The bundle of scrub-wood was difficult to
manage. I climbed a flight of shallow steps to higher ground. It was Marie.
He brandished the harur blades. But it wasn't a warning yell. Something
was on the ground beside him.

When I got close I saw it was some species of lizardbird, the jaw long
and toothed, the body scaled rather than feathered. Marie's stroke had
severed one grey-webbed wing almost completely.

I put the bundle of wood down and took one wing-tip, while he took the
other and stretched it out. The full wing-span was almost ten feet.
Hand-sized talons bore vicious claws.

"It attacked me." He grappled with the body, dragging it towards the
cellar steps. "Over where all the potholes are. I didn't see it. It nearly took
my head off!"

Blaize never stirred from beside the fire. He eyed the corpse, and Marie.
"Kur-rashaku. That was lucky."

"It wasn't luck! I waited until the last moment, then I—" he let go of the
lizardbird, illustrating a complex double flourish of blades. His hands were
black with blood.

"Lucky for us, I mean. A change of diet."

For the first time I saw a grave humour in the Rimon man's eyes, but he
kept a straight face. To my surprise, he helped

skin and cut up the body. Mercenaries' skills, I thought. They were
beyond me. I trekked out to the well again.

After the meal we stretched out round the fire. Marie was attempting to



clean the blood off Theluk's blades—or his, I suppose they were now—with
a rag. Blaize watched with mounting impatience. He muttered something
obscure, rummaged in his pack, and threw the boy some of the strips of
oiled cloth he used on his own blades.

"Thanks." Marie was wary.

"Mmmph." Blaize leaned back into the shadows. When the metal was
clean, he said, "You favour the nilgiri too much."

"Maybe," Marie admitted.

Like most Ortheans, he was ambidextrous. The shield is unknown in the
Southland, and harur blades in combination are lethal. And, like Blaize,
most can switch the use of the nilgiri and nazari to either hand.

"You ought to practise." He intercepted a hard stare from me. "Don't
you worry, T'An Outworlder. I'm not about to butcher your ['ri-an."

"I never imagined you were." Which wasn't entirely true.

"Need exercise, cooped up here." He took Marie's blades, testing the
weight. "I was arms-tutor to a Morvren telestre for a year, once, before I
went down to Saberon. Look, try this."

He set the boy to doing some obscure exercise with the two blades, and
then sat down beside me to watch him.

"You want to train?" A half-malicious offer.

"I know where my talents lie, and that isn't one of them." I didn't plan
on being careless enough to be on the wrong end of a Meduenin blade
again. "T'll stay with the less energetic sports. One of these days I'm going
to beat you at ochmir."

"Ah, you're thinking we'll be here all winter?"

As he went to retrieve the board and counters, I put more wood on the
fire. He could no more help being sarcastic than he could help breathing,
it came to me. But for all his bitching, he was pulling his weight. I wasn't
sure precisely why.

We drew for the first move, decided by who gains the more mobile
piece, and the game opened slowly. It was quiet in the

underground room, the noise of the wind didn't penetrate down. Marie
ended his blade practice and returned to the fire. It was our central
reference-point.

Blaize put down one of the static ferrorn to open another area of conflict
on the board. I studied the pattern, and moved a thurin.



"You can't do that," Blaize contradicted. "Only across a line, not across
an angle—unless the piece is a leremoc."

"You did," 1 protested.

" 'All ochmir players cheat,' that's a proverb. Also ..." he bent down,
scrutinizing the board, and the firelight made an impossible mask of his
scarred face. "Also, 'good ochmir players cheat only when necessary.' "

"This, then." I forced a reversal on one of his blue thurin, which proved
to be a white leremoc on the obverse: a considerable advantage for me.

He drew another handful of counters from the bag, weighing them
thoughtfully in his palm. His eyes were dark and clear in the dim light. "I
was in Kasabaarde once. In the trade city. That's where I got these."

"That's not in the Southland?"

"No, over the Inner Sea, down past Bridge Alley and the archipelago.
There was some fighting down the Desert Coast. About six years back.
Quarth and Kel Harantish, I think it was."

"You were fighting?"
A shrug. "I was hired."
"Is that the way you look at it?"

"It's a convenient way." He put a piece down. I wasn't sure if it was a
legal move, I'd been distracted. By now I was more interested in the
conversation. And treading lightly.

"You came home after that?"

"Back to the Southland. As for home—it's a good telestre, but I was right
at fourteen when I left it. I keep telezu, mind." He referred to the custom
of spending one season in the year at the telestre. "When I can. No, that
time I was in the Medued city Watch for a couple of years."

"You sound like me. I move around. But that's less common here, isn't
it?" I put down another ferrorn.

He moved for a majority in @ minor hexagon, which shifted the balance
in several of the overlapping hexagon-frames. By the time the implications
had worked out to the edge of the board, I'd lost a score of pieces.

"Yes, it's uncommon. I went down the coast to Morvren again, after
that. That's where I got this." His hand strayed up to the burn.

"In a war?"
He laughed. It was loud, natural. Marie opened his eyes, then went



back to dozing.

"In a companion-house in Morvren Freeport," he said gravely, "in a fight
over nothing at all. Ten years overseas, then that. Some amari threw an
oil-lamp."

He lifted his arm, demonstrating how he shielded his eyes. The sleeve
pulled back and I saw scar tissue from wrist to elbow.

"She won't do that trick again," he added, touching the hilt of the harur
blade. "But I'm getting too old for this game."

We carried on in silence, playing a game which was not the one he
meant.

There were twelve notches on the tally stick.

The fifteenth day was bitter cold. Yellow snow clouds massed from the
east, but no snow fell.

"It won't be long before it's winter."

Marie nodded agreement. He hacked another root free with his knife
and handed it to me. "The passes are closed in winter, I've heard."

"I expect you're right. Let's get back, that's enough wood. It's vicious
cold out here." I realized we'd come a long way from the cellar. The ruins
were similar to the eye. I searched for landmarks.

"This way!" Marie called.

"Are you sure?" It wasn't the way we'd come. I followed him. The going
was easy, he was keeping to the paved ways. We came up on the hidden
entrance from a different angle, so that I didn't recognize it until we were
on top of it.

"You're quick," I said as we hurried down the steps and made for the
fire. "I was lost there, for a minute.”

He threw the wood on the stockpile. "I'm not clever, it's just that I lived
here before."

My hands tingled with returning circulation. It was a minute before I
heard what he said.

"You what?"
"Lived in this city. Under the 'Breed, of course."

"Of course," I said automatically, and met Blaize's eyes. I couldn't cope
with delusions now.



"What's wrong with that? It's a coincidence, I admit, but—"

"You as well?" I suspected them of some elaborate charade.

"No. My memories show me no mountains, when I was in a 'Breed city."
I rounded on Marie. "You never mentioned this before!"

"I didn't realize, fan." He spoke with self-possession, as if it were a thing
everyone would know. "Since we came here, my memory-dreams have
been stronger, and matching up with what I've seen. Only I think it must
have been a long time ago. The city's larger than I remember."

I appealed to Blaize. "Look, I know we're all under a considerable
strain—"

"You don't have them, do you?" There was no mockery at all.

"No past-memories?" Marie, frightened, looked at Blaize. That alerted
me. This was no joke. We'd been close. Something that would make him
turn from me to a hired sword, already proved untrustworthy ... but a
man of his own race.

"He's afraid," Blaize said, "because the Witchbreed, also, had no
memories of their previous lives. And perhaps no lives to remember. Are
you like the Witchbreed in that, you Otherworlders?"

"I can't answer that question before I understand it. Sit down a minute,
I want to talk. Marie, for God's sake, I'm not going to hurt you!"

Shamefaced, he sat beside me. "I know. I know you, t'an. But I thought
you were—like us."

"Tell me about it." I faced both of them. There was that glance of
complicity between them, that I had thought meant they were in league.
It was for reassurance. This had hit them both hard.

"We live," Blaize said simply, "and return, under Her sky. That's all."

"That's not all—it can't be—how can you be so sure? Oh," I stopped
Marie interrupting, "I don't doubt you believe what you say. There are
people on Earth who believe the same thing, equally honestly. But there's
no proof!"

"We remember," Marie said. "We can't all be wrong, or else we wouldn't
remember the same things, would we? We know about the Witchbreed
because we remember being there, being their slaves. Christie, we know."

"The church. ..." It made an odd kind of sense. Why they weren't given
to extravagant funeral celebrations. And Theluk had shocked me, once,
when she seemed to approve of suicide. And Marie, who had hated this



city when he entered it, was comfortable in it now.

"So you know what a technological civilization is like." They were both
watching me. I had to frame careful questions. If there was one thing the
Ortheans were reticent over, it was this heart of their belief. Without the
situation we were in, lost in desolate country, I could never have had the
discussion at all.

"We know. I told you," Blaize said, "we've seen it and we don't want it."
"But the Witchbreed, are none of them—reincarnated?"
"Yes!" Marie said. "What about Kel Harantish?"

"No, they're human like the rest of us." Blaize was sober. "I've seen
them. The 'Breed were exterminated, so it's said."

"Said? I thought you knew."

"There are those who claim to have been born after the Fall of the
Golden Empire, but I don't believe them. It's too soon."

I found I was walking up and down the floor. I came back into the circle
of firelight. It was feasible. It would work as a superstition, or as a
reality—and they were convinced it was reality. It was bedrock to them, I
could see that.

Suddenly depressed, I squatted down close to the heat.
"If you know you'll be reborn, why put up with this?"

There was silence for a time. Blaize leaned forward, his silver-streaked
mane falling over his eyes.

"When it comes to it—I won't stay longer than I have to."

"But to leave everyone," Marie whispered. "It means losing all of them,
all the telestres, everybody. And what kind of a world will it be to come
back to? I know the Earthspeakers say it'll be the same, but it's so long . . .
and I won't be Marie Salathiel then, T'll be another person, with some of
my memories, born into a different world."

"None of us wants to die." Blaize was abrupt. Then he lifted his head
and looked me in the face. "Dying with no hope of return? You're a
strange people, Christie."

Bedrock, yes. It was too fundamental a difference to grasp completely.
To have that certainty. . . . And because of the form it took, for it not to
play a vocal part in everyday living, though it shaped the society in which
that living takes place. No wonder the Witchbreed were a living threat,
even though they were two thousand years dead. Or that the memory of



the power of technology hadn't faded, nor the determination never to use
it again.

"Perhaps it is the same for you," the boy said hopefully, "and you just
don't know."

"I don't know. As I'm beginning to find out." And the more I did find out
about Orthe, the more I was depressed by my total ignorance.

Blaize said nothing, staring past the child at me. He was shaken,
because he could imagine what it would be like to die without knowing
what follows—as much as any Orthean can imagine that. Marie, like the
young of every race, didn't quite believe in death yet.

The crackling of burning wood sounded loud in the cellar. The walls
gleamed in the red light. I came back down from the opening hurriedly. It
was still snowing outside, and snowing hard.

The ashiren stirred, mumbled something, and rolled closer to the fire
without waking up. I stepped over him and sat down by the woodpile,
feeding fragments onto the fire. It was not far off dawn, I thought. Not
that it was possible to see any change outside, but it felt close to first light.

I thought, there's no point keeping a watch. Nothing's
going to find its way down here and attack us. Nobody's here.

Realization crystallized. We had been abandoned. This was where we'd
stay, if we didn't do anything for ourselves. What could be done? Pack and
start walking? Not back to the Fens. Look for a pass across the Wall? How
far away is that, I wondered, and how far can we expect to travel now, in
winter, without supplies? There's no reserves of strength left. It was all
used up coming from Corbek to here.

Blaize grunted, and half-started up, one arm protectively over his head.
He stared round with no recognition, and sank back. Head resting on his
arms, asleep. I knew he had nightmares. Sometimes his mouth moved
soundlessly as though he were shouting, and when he woke he didn't
hear what was said to him.

The boy dreamed memory-dreams, becoming more remote from us as
time went on. He looked at the city and saw more than I ever could,
sometimes smiling and listening to the wind's voices.

Sixteen days. Part of it was hunger: the food was rationed now. And
lack of various things in the diet, and boredom, and the thought that we
had left it too late now to begin walking anywhere.



Stone walls merged with city streets, ruins became mega lopoli. At the
same time that I knew I was dreaming, I knew that this was not a
Witchbreed city I dreamed of. It had aspects of Earth: London, maybe, or
Peking, or Bombay. People lived there who weren't hungry, who weren't
cold, who travelled without walking, and talked in a language that was
bitterly familiar. And I was another person, one who had never left the
safe earth. Dry sobs of self-pity woke me; I can never cry in dreams.

"Christie!" Blaize whispered urgently.
I sat up, confused. Marie lifted his head, frowning, listening.
"Can you hear that?"

"Blaize, I—" The stunner slid into my hand. "What is it? I don't hear
anything."

My feet were frozen and sore, it took me a minute to stumble up the
steps after him. Marie drew his harur blades. White light blinded me. I
leaned on the ruined stone, rubbing

water out of my streaming eyes. Blaize was black against the snowlight,
the Rimon blades catching the sun.

"Cover," he said to me sharply, pushing Marie towards the scrub that
concealed the entrance.

"Wait a minute. Wait!" I shielded my eyes. Carrick's Star at dawn, on the
new snow, was unbearable. "What do you think you're going to do? I
don't care who it is, it's a better option than starvation!"

He lowered the blades and nodded. Marie hesitantly came back to join
us.

I said, "I still don't hear anything."

"Over that way." Blaize pointed. Stark walls were plastered with snow,
blocking the view. I strained, and heard something that I couldn't name.

"Let's go and meet them."

The hired sword looked at me as if I were crazy; and he was nearly
right, I'd stopped worrying about danger. He shrugged, accepting it. The
boy walked between us, still carrying the naked blades. The stone was
glassy underfoot, snow clogged my boots. Soon we were holding on to
each other just to keep upright.

I hoped it was the barbarian woman come back, but I didn't care. Not
then.

We rounded the highest wall, looking down over a stretch of old road,



and came to a dead halt.

17 - The Woman Who Walks Far

A dark-skinned man was riding over the virgin snow, following the
unnaturally flat expanses that marked the old roads. Others rode behind
him. The sky at their back was eggshell blue flowered with stars. The air
was clear to the horizon, each snow-covered wall and hillock of the city
distinct and indigo-shadowed.

As the riders approached, I saw they wore tunics and thick pelts. The
high saddles were cushioned with furs, hung with glinting and flashing
ornaments. The riderbeasts were nothing I recognized, certainly not
marhaz or skurrai.

"Goddess . . ." Marie's breath smoked white on the air. He was
open-mouthed. Blaize had his hand on his sword-hilt. His nictitating
membrane protected his eyes against snow-glare. Our shadows lay black
towards the west, towards the riders.

The size of the grey riderbeasts became apparent: six feet or more at
the shoulders, and their slender tapering necks added at least another
three feet. Reins looped down, knotted loosely on saddles, jingling with
metal decorations.

"Look, I—" Blaize fell silent, staring west.

Behind the outriders, travelling slowly on the old road, was what I at first
took for a sledge. Eight beasts were yoked in pairs in front of it, shaggy
white-pelted animals, bulky, with short pairs of horns projecting from their
broad foreheads. The vehicle travelled on what were obviously makeshift
runners. It was bright against the snow, as bright as blood, crimson as a
severed artery. There were people in it. It was bigger than

any vehicle I'd seen on Orthe so far, and the shape was odd and
familiar: a flattened ovoid, open at the top.

"Don't frighten them," I said foolishly. "Don't make them think we're
dangerous."

The first riders reached us, keeping a distance and circling so that we
were surrounded. The grey-skinned beasts left delicate tracks in the snow.
It didn't seem possible that such spindly legs could bear the body and long



neck. The riders looked down at us, silent, dark-eyed. They carried short
curved swords, I saw, and metal-tipped lances. Men and women both, as
far as I could tell with Orthean faces.

The sledge approached, steam going up from the white beasts' nostrils,
runners crunching through the snow. I caught sight of another, smaller,
vehicle behind the first, pulled by a team of four beasts, skins strapped
down over whatever it was carrying.

Marie said "There are ashiren in that thing, look!"

The team-driver sat on a high perch over the shafts, reins in her hands.
Behind her in the body of the ovoid vehicle, fur-clad children crowded at
the rim, scrambling up on the high tailfins for a better look at us.

Blaize and Marie exchanged glances.

"Yes," the hired sword said, "but it shouldn't travel on the ground,
should it?"

"They rode the air, when this was a city." The boy's eyes were bright.

After he'd said that, it was obvious. It was aerodynamic, a shape I
should have recognized myself; but my mind couldn't accept its existence.
Not here. Not now.

The shaggy beasts stopped, snorting white jets into the frosty air. The
high sides of the vehicle towered over us. Morning sun turned it crimson
and gold. A rope-ladder unrolled over the side, and a scramble of ashiren
and adults came down it, one woman elbowing her way to the front.

Her mane was glossy and her skin oiled. A great white pelt was belted
over a supple leather skirt and a curved knife stuck under the jewelled
belt. But she was barefoot, and white scars seamed her ribs, licking down
between breast and second nipple, familiar on the dark skin.

"Peace!" the barbarian woman shouted. The ashiren were

silent. She smiled broadly, reaching out to grip my hands. I stared,
numb. "Ah, thy choice was good; I feared thee would not wait. I was sick,
and could not come to thee. But now I am here!"

"Thank god for that," I said; and then we were in the middle of a crowd
of ashiren, pushing close to touch us, and the riders dismounted and
crowded round, gabbling in their archaic tongue. I was dazed and
dazzled: after the long silence, it was too much.

"Peace," Blaize was laughing, "we could have guessed; not even the
tribes bring ashiren to a battle, Christie."

I put my hand on Marie's shoulder for support. He couldn't stop



grinning. It was confusion for a while, it seemed everyone had to touch
us, finger clothing and flesh, before they believed we existed.

"My brothers." The barbarian woman pulled forward two young men,
who veiled their eyes, embarrassed, and then jabbered at me faster than I
could comprehend. "And this, my sister's ashiren; and mine."

I couldn't pick them out from the other children. Manes were dark,
smooth skins black or brick-red except in a few cases—I saw one
milk-skinned child with silver mane. They were curious, forward,
self-reliant as all Orthean children are.

"What—I mean, where—?" It was overwhelming.

"Come," the barbarian woman said, "and thy friends, also; thou must
ride with me."

It was not until then that I realized she was no plain tribes woman, but
a leader, or chief, or both. She'd never said more than was absolutely
necessary; that kind of reticence is easily mistaken for stupidity.

"We have to trust them, don't we?" Marie said.
"Yes. Run and fetch anything you want to bring with you. Quick."

I touched the side of the ovoid vehicle. It was neither wood nor metal,
having a texture that reminded me of plastic. And light, judging by how
far it pushed down the snow. The colour was integral. Up close, I could
see that it was pitted and worn. How long could something like this exist?
On Earth, glass is still found from Phoenician times, plastics from the early
twentieth century. But to survive from the

Golden Empire—two thousand or more Orthean years, perhaps two and
half thousand Earth-standard—that was incredible. Yet it looked to be
moulded in one piece, it was conceivable such a framework could last. . . .

"Christie." The barbarian woman held out the rope-ladder.

The team strained, the team-leader whooped, and the vehicle crunched
free of the thin film of ice and began to glide. I settled back on the
pelt-strewn wooded bench. The barbarian woman sat next to me, one of
the many ashiren in her lap. Marie sat on the bench below, next to Blaize,
his back against my knees. The cold wind took my breath. We pulled the
feather-pelts round us. Oblivious to cold, the older ashiren screeched and
hung over the side of the vehicle.

An old, man, who the barbarian woman called from his grey beast to
ride with us, spoke a passable Roehmonde. With his interpretations and



her accented, antique tongue, we understood each other as far as was
possible.

"Thee and I must talk," she said. "Thee and Kirriach people."

At the name, Marie looked up. He said "The city Kirriach, which was
called aKirrik."

"That is so, aKirrik was the name of this place." She glanced at the old
man.

"He remembers being here," I said carefully, and their faces cleared.
"Does thy memory tell thee what else was here?" she asked.

He twisted, pointing back eastwards. "There was another city,
S'Imrath."

She nodded, pleased. "Simrathan people. That way we do not go, we
are enemies. And this way?"

The boy frowned. "A . . .a river. I don't know how far."
She looked at the old man, who translated, and she nodded again.

The vehicle bucked slightly on its runners, and we followed the long
curve of the road north-west. The snow had been heavier here. Sunlight
glittered on icicles hanging from broken walls.

"Thee must talk," she repeated, intense. Her expression

was never easy to read. She spoke slowly, darting looks at the old man
to supply her with words. "I have spoken of—of thy Otherworld. Thy
people. Of thy journey here, to the Mother—to the world. Thy speech has
been to lowlanders. Now it must be to us."

I was staggered by how much I'd underestimated her. And yet we'd
talked in front of her, Haltern and I, as if she was an animal. The
Southland term was always "barbarian.” For the first time it dawned on me
that they might be wrong. And it brought me back to what I'd forgotten,
being solely concerned with survival: I was still envoy.

"T'll talk to anyone who'll hear me," I promised.

"Thee must go soon," the barbarian woman said. "Winter is soon this
year. The passes will close. Thy friends also must

go.

Rain lashed the terrace. The snow was gone. Grey clouds veiled
Kirriach, hiding the river and the distant plains. I squinted out at the



slanting water. My eyes were puffy and swollen. Something in the
barbarian's diet was causing a histamine reaction, but it was mild. The
choice between starvation and allergy was an easy one.

"I've only been here a few days. It isn't long enough to explain—"

In one of her rare interruptions, she said, "Go, or spend winter here.
And then thou must be fought over, Simrathan and Yrythemne and
Giryse-Acha will hear of thee, and raid us."

"Could I not speak to them, as I've spoken to your people?”

"There is no debt between thee and those others. They would kill thee.
Or else take thee for Goldens, returned, as stories say they will."

Wind gusted rain across the terrace, and the barbarian woman reached
out to pull the wooden shutters closed and bar them. The stockade walls
and beastpens were hidden from sight.

I went with her down the stairs to the main hall. It was similar to the
other halls of the Kirriach people: the shell of a Witchbreed building, in
which were wooden platforms and partitions and cubicles, and a
generation's worth of murals

fading on the walls. They had painted in and outlined the worn carvings
of the original stonework: symbols and hieroglyphs that, while
incomprehensible, teased the mind with the strange geometric relationship
between them.

I never saw all the Kirriach tribe in one place to estimate their size, there
were always hunting and raiding parties absent. This hall held some fifty
people, and I'd talked in at least six other halls.

Marie came up. "What's happening?"

"I think we're leaving when the rain eases." I saw Blaize solemnly
playing a kind of ochmir solitaire by the hearth. "Tell him, will you?"

The barbarian woman was smiling. Reflectively she said, "There were
those who bade me kill thee anyway, Christie."

I didn't doubt that. She was not the tribe's leader—I don't think they
had a leader as such, all had an equal voice in the argument. But as there
was a broad-built man with a bushy mane who was acknowledged expert
on the hunt, and another man expert in the preparation of grain and dried
meat stores, and a woman in the managing of raiding parties, so the
barbarian woman was acknowledged expert on anything that came from
"the lowland" beyond Kirriach.

"But you didn't kill me."



"If thee was dead, who would carry word of us to thy people?' A lithe
shrug. "And in the lowlands, thee and I ... but there must be messengers
sent to us from thy Otherworld; do not forget, but do it."

"It may take time."

"We are Kirriach people. In winter we are here. In summer—" her hand
flicked out northwards, towards the great plains, as if she could see
beyond the grey stone walls. They spent the fine season in crop growing
and hunting in the north, returning to the city in the harsh winter,
treading a fine line between poverty and starvation. "Thy people will find
us."

"We'll try."

"And perhaps thee will trade with us? Perhaps," she said, "we will trade
for such weapons as I have seen thee use?"

A silence spread out from where we stood, as the tribe broke off from
eating and talking to listen. Marie and Blaize

came over the dirty moss-strewn floor, looking round with concealed
anxiety.

Many of the tribe's weapons had a Southland look to them; I didn't need
to be told they raided to get them. I rubbed my eyes, cursing the
irritation. These were not people to quote Dominion law at, especially the
laws about importing high-tech weaponry.

"No," I said, "and T'll tell you why. You've seen me use this?"
I held out the stunner. The barbarian woman nodded.
"Show," she demanded.

Some kur-rashaku nested in the high roof of the hall. T raised the
stunner and sighted on one. The narrow focus of sound produced a high
whine. The lizardbird thudded down on the stone floor. As I thumbed it off
people drew away, expressions of pain fading, talking and shouting. The
barbarian woman's yell produced silence.

"We would trade for those," she said, "many of those, and then let
Simrathan raid us!"

"Take it." She hesitated, then did. I held her hand over the stud. "You
saw what I did. Point it, then press down."

The interpreter was called over and the idea translated. The barbarian
woman gripped the stunner two-handed, held it at arm's length, and fired
at another of the lizardbirds. Not having my bio-patterns, she got no
response. Before she could do more than spit and swear, I took the



stunner back and threw it to Blaize.

"Look!" T got her attention. "It's the same for South—for the lowlanders.
Go ahead," I invited him, "try it on me."

The eyes veiled, lines tightened round his mouth. It might have been
amusement or irony. I didn't underestimate Blaize n'ri n'suth Meduenin, he
was capable of that.

He aimed as carefully as if he thought it would work, and thumbed the
stud down twice. Nothing happened. The stunner was passed round from
hand to hand while all the tribe confirmed its lack of function.

"Our weapons don't work for you." I hoped it sounded convincing.

"Thy people are cunning," the barbarian woman said quietly. "I knew it
would not live in my hand, I took it from

thee in the wetlands, when thee slept. But it is dead to all: that is
cunning."

She might have killed me in the Fens if it had worked, I thought; no
matter what debt there was between us over Corbek. (I assumed it was
over Corbek, she never made it clear.)

"The rain will end by morning," she said. "I will gift thee food and
lahamu for the road south."

"We'll go no further," the old man said in his accented Roehmonde.

"The lowlanders are near. That is thy road to them." The barbarian
woman indicated the ancient stone, all but covered under mossgrass and
rockfalls.

The riders of the grey lahamu beasts gathered round the vehicle as we
dismounted. This was another relic of the Witchbreed, an ovoid whose use
I never discovered, fitted with a wooden axle-frame and wheels, and
drawn by the shaggy muroc. It had been better for sleeping than the cold
ground, but rough travelling over the old highways.

Kirriach lay five days to the north. Its blue-grey stone walls, with their
curiously fused appearance, were left behind; remote as Earth's pyramids.
We followed the thread of a road south until the peaks of the Wall crept
up over the horizon, and the air became colder the further south we went.
It was rising ground all the way with the mountains ahead of us, until this
last day when I realized that we were travelling up between spurs of the
Wall itself to a pass.

"Follow the road," the barbarian woman said, "and when there is a



place where lahamu may not easily go, turn them loose. They will return to
us."

I took the reins of the grey beast. It had a musky scent, and a cold
reptilian hide. Blaize and Marie could mount theirs without help; the
ashiren aided me. Even though the saddle was built up at the back, I still
had the feeling of slipping; the lahamu barrel-body slopes towards the
hindquarters.

The riderbeast skittered sideways and I stayed on with some difficulty.

"Christie," the woman said. She stood up in the vehicle, on a level with
me. "I have thy name."

"Yes." None of the Kirriach people gave names outside the tribe.

"I am Gur'an, the fighter; I am Alahamu-te, racer-of-lahamu." She
leaned forward, six-fingered hands gripping the rim of the vehicle. "I am
O'he-Oramu-te, the woman who walks far. There is no debt between thy
people and Kirriach!"

The muroc team wheeled, the vehicle turned on the long road that led
away from the mountains; and as they cantered off, the lahamu lifted up
their long-muzzled heads and belled like hounds.

Mist hung over the damp rocks, glittering where the sun found rifts in
the clouds. The air was chill. Dark mossgrass and lichen grew over the old
road. Its shape was clear, winding upwards. Scree slopes went up into the
cloud. Boulders the size of houses dotted the slopes. Somewhere there
was the sound of running water.

"Nearly noon," Marie said, without sky or sun to guide him. "We can't
spend the night in a place like this, Christie."

"We could go back to the plains, try the crossing tomorrow," Blaize

suggested.

"Keep going a while yet." I concentrated on keeping the lahamu under
control. "There's time."

Snow spotted the mossgrass, clinging in crevices of rock. k was a fresh
fall. Have we left it toe late? I wondered. I dreaded the pass being
blocked, or us being lost; I was determined to get where I could see.

If T have to go back ... I don't know if I can do this all over again. We're
running out of strength, of time, of everything.

The cloud came down. I pulled the muroc pelt round me and tugged
the hood up. We rode on, searching out the thin outlines of the ancient



road, up among naked glistening rock. Damp cold slicked the feather-fur.
The high altitude was winter-cold. The track was steeper now, and the
lahamu picked their way delicately over lumps of frozen snow.

Pale light made the mist luminous. It was white, pearl, then pale blue;
and the sky opened out over us, and 1 looked back on the mist that lay
like the surface of a lake behind me. All the Barrens were left behind
under that mist.

Framed in a double horn of snowpeaks, we sat looking south over the
edge of the Wall.

"Jesus! You can see half the world!"
Even Blaize was silent. Marie edged his lahamu closer to mine.

The vast distance of empty air turned my stomach. Such space, such
emptiness. The eye focused gratefully on the land below.

From this height it looked flat, brown and beige and white rectangles
fitting into each other in an interlocking quilt pattern. Fuzzy whiteness
bothered me until I saw it moving, and its shadow moving over the tiny
fields below, and I realized I was looking down on cloud. Dots like
clustered poppy-seeds were copses of trees, their infinitesimaily small black
shadows pooled on the earth. I followed the sweep of the land out to
where a lake, long and narrow and impossibly blue, lay in its cup of white
sand.

Details became clearer the longer I looked. Not flat land, it swelled here
and there into hills, and in some places the exposed biscuit-coloured face
of rock cliffs. Thread-thin divisions between the rectangles were paths,
roads, tracks. And tiny clustered squares, fiat roofs white in sunlight and
sides black in shadows, must be a telestre ... so far down.

Distant, panoramic: beyond the lake, hills and more water fading into
the blue haze. And beyond that—the pass opens to the southwest—the
Wall of the World went down into mountains, white like crumpled
bedsheets: the Northern Wilderness and the Kyre. I turned, taking in that
vast panoramic landscape, seeing the mountains fade down until the
southern horizon shaded off into level distance. I was half-deafened by the
drumming wind.

A haze of cloud surfaced the sky, and down over the mountains
fiat-bottomed cumulus clouds piled up in white masses, and cast blue
shadows on the land.

"The Southland," Marie said. "Christie, look. We're home."
"Not yet." Blaize reined his lahamu in close and slid down from the



saddle, throwing the reins to Marie. He strode to the highest point of the
Witchbreed road, where it made a sharp turn and vanished over the edge.

I dismounted more cautiously. I'd already fallen off the beast twice,
knocking the wind out of myself. Like all the lahamu, mine had the habit of
bending round and nipping your leg or unseating you.

Snow dazzled against the blueness, thin threads of spray blown off the
high peaks. Indigo shadows haunted the rockface. The air was thin and
cold, and there was a wind here that scraped the lungs. I went over to
where Blaize was standing.

Relief surged through me: it was a pass. Far higher than the rift leading
up from the Fens, the Wall here dropped a sheer ten thousand feet.

"It has to be the Southland, doesn't it?"

Blaize nodded reflectively. "There's only one pass so far to the west. This
must be Broken Stair."

A memory of Theluk came back to me. The other side of the Great Fens,
she'd said. Peir-Dadeni. One of the Southland provinces. It's true, I
thought, it's true, we're safe, we're home.

"There's the road," he pointed.

It angled sharply right from where I stood, sloping- down the face of
the Wall, and then doubled back on itself, zigzagging down in quarter-mile
lengths, down to a thread's thickness, ten thousand feet below. It was cut
into the rock; in some places the blue-grey stone paving was still intact.
Further down I saw where rockslides had flaked away, taking the roadway
with it. Passable? Yes, on foot.

"This is where we leave the lahamu" The beasts were mouthing the rock
with their long pointed upper lips, searching for edible lichen. Marie
clucked softly, affectionately, and they lay down to have their saddle-packs
removed. His ability with riderbeasts always amazed me.

"What shall I leave?"

"Take as much as we can comfortably carry." It was easier to think
ahead now. "We don't have much daylight left, there might be another
night in the open before we get to inhabited country."

He rubbed the lahamu s muzzle. "Will they be all right, do you think?"
"They'll find their way back."

Blaize was still staring south, booted feet apart, head thrown

back. I wondered if the height bothered him. Height and cold air and



silence, and the soaring rock cliffs that went up to either side of us. It was
harsh country. He spat carelessly over the broken edge of the road, and
came to get his pack.

Chill wind dried the sweat on me. My stomach churned. Sun reflected
off the fractured rock. My fingers were stiff and nhumb with cold.

"Go left. ..." I coughed, throat dry, and reached out a hand to Marie.
"There's a ledge under your foot, there . . . That's it."

Our hands met, and I pulled him across the gap. Behind him, Blaize
spidered across the rock. I kept my eyes on him, ignoring the vast empty
spaces of air. Fragments shaled out from under his boots. Spots of brown,
half-melted snow clung to the rock, moisture dripping in the shadows. I
reached out again and he heaved himself up onto the ruined road,
holding my arm.

"Is that the worst of it?" He looked down over the edge; more than I
could do. "Well, maybe. It's a shame your barbarian friends never gave us
any rope."

"T'll try and remember that, next time."
One of his sharp looks was followed by a reluctant smile.

After that, there were fewer gaps in the road; in places we could almost
have walked abreast. The sun was going down behind mountains that lay
west and south, still the Wall of the World. The air had been thin on the
pass. Coming down, it was like descending into a sea of oxygen. And
warm, after the rock's chill. We made our descent at that time when it is
winter on the Barrens, but still autumn below in the Southland.

The checkerboard fields vanished from sight as we climbed down. The
last remnants of the road disappeared in the foothills that washed up
against the skirts of the mountain. Rocky slopes gave way to mossgrass
and streams, and brown bushes that had edible blue berries. Marie
coaxed a fire out of the tinderbox, and the last of the barbarians' rations
were eaten.

Tomorrow is soon enough to cast about for another path, I thought;
there's bound to be a telestre in walking distance.

"T'll take first watch," I said. "Then you, Maric?"
"Yes." His eyes were shutting despite his efforts to stay awake.

I banked the fire. The others rolled themselves in their blankets. We
were out of the wind in a dip between the hills, out of the bitter cold. It



was barely sunset. I walked around for a time to keep awake, watching
the last light golden on the snowpeaks, and the plumes of falling water.

"Christie!"

I sat up in a panic, shaken out of sleep. Bright cloudy light dazzled me. I
couldn't focus.

"What? What?"

"He's gone," the boy shouted, "he was here for last watch, and now he
isn't, he's gone—"

I knelt upright and wiped dew-wet hands over my face, bringing me
coldly awake. A headache throbbed behind my eyes. When I'd got rid of
the night's stiffness, I staggered upright. The fire was ashes. The packs
were open, empty, strewn on the mossgrass. Except one. That was gone.

"He took everything he could carry." I wanted to kill Blaize n'ri n'suth
Meduenin. We had the clothes we wore, the blankets we slept in; that was
all. No—he'd left the harur blades, the sonic stunner. But only because we
slept with them on us, I thought.

"He took the tinderbox." Marie was crying openly, but it wasn't for that.

I said "So much for a mercenary's price. He's gone looking for the
quickest way back to SuBannasen."

PART SIX

18 - Shiriya-Shenin

Streams fell in spate from the peaks, so cold their water burned the
mouth; water that whitened the skin and was fire on open cold sores. But
there was nothing to eat. The foothills of the Wall are barren. Bogs and
ponds made the valleys impassable. Sparse brown mossgrass grew
between outcroppings of rock on the hills. Marie and I went hand in hand,
supporting each other. At the crest of a ridge, we stopped. The boy knelt,
leaning against a grey boulder.

I squinted upwards. The cloudy dawn cleared to a blue and silver day,



stars freckling the west. Mountains hung gold and white in the sky to
either side, the foothills lost in haze. High overhead, kur-rashaku circled.
Shrill cries drifted down. I had no idea of direction, except to keep the dip
of the pass behind us.

Bone-weary, hands and feet swollen, I felt afraid. Hunger made a hard
pain under my ribs. How much permanent damage have I done? 1
thought. And the ashiren ... but Ortheans are tough, aren't they?

The earth, damp under my numb hands, became alien soil. The cold air
sang. The wrinkled hills might rise up, I thought, vaguely aware that I had
fallen; the hills might shake us off their hide, and we be lost forever.

"Riders!" Marie said, head cocked to one side, listening. His voice
sounded thin. "Coming this way!"

We both stood and walked a few yards down the far side of the ridge.
An old track ran south. Now even I heard it.

Marhaz scattered mud: horns burnished, pelts shining. The riders wore
horn-mail over dun uniforms, slit to mid-spine,

braided manes flying. The high-backed saddles' leather gleamed. Bright
spears glittered. The first rider reined in so sharply that her marhaz reared
in a tight circle. She shouted an unintelligible demand. Marie and 1
unconsciously drew closer together.

The second rider dismounted, unsheathing a curved blade. He was
jet-skinned, a sleek copper mane pulled up and braided into a horsetail on
the crown of his head. He was afraid. I saw the membrane of his eyes
retract so far that the whites were visible. He glared, repeating words I
almost understood.

It shattered the quiet: the shouting, the hoofbeats, the smell of marhaz.
The Barrens and the Fens left a silence in me. Now I felt the world break
and come together, changed.

"I'm Lynne de Lisle Christie, Dominion envoy." I repeated it in
Roehmonder, and a spattering of Melkathan and Rimon, and then again in
Ymirian. They stared at me uncomprehendingly. The man peered at us,
and abruptly backed off.

The woman spoke sharply and he remounted, clapped heels to the
marhaz flanks, and scuffed up divots of mud along the track towards the
Broken Stair pass.

"Marie?"



"I'm a southerner." He shook his head wearily. "But I think she wants us
to go with her."

The spear came down, bright point lowering towards me. We began to
walk ahead of the rider.

Walk long enough to get weary, and keep walking after that, and you
fall into a curious frame of mind. Movement becomes involuntary. It's a
trance state: the earth is very distinct, all physical sensations are
exaggerated, the senses reach out to the world. So, following the track
with the rider and marhaz behind us, I was remembering going to
Kirriach— the sheer distance of the flat horizon. The depth of the pale sky.
The cold wind and glittering daystars. The moss and rock of the Barrens
were part of my mental landscape now. Tired muscles, lightheaded with
hunger, feet nibbed raw by stiffened leather boots, one undershirt sleeve
ripped loose and tied over nose and mouth against the freezing wind—it
merges, becomes part of the sunlight and the silence.

The hills gave way to open land. Rutted earth tracks ran ruler-straight
between dry stone walls, and the chessboard pattern seen from the pass
resolved itself into thin pasture and the stubble of harvested ground. Flat
land and straight track: it seemed we walked and walked and never
gained an inch.

The plain was deceptive. I came out of a daze to see that we
approached rising ground; crowning it was a winding brick-built wall with
flat-roofed brick buildings beyond it. Sunlight glanced off lichened walls
and iron gates. Traders booths were being dismantled by the gate, and
merchants and ashiren turned to stare at us. My face felt bare, as if
anyone could read my thoughts for the looking. Even Marie was alien.

The place wasn't as large as it first seemed to me, fresh come down
from the Barrens. A fortress, not a telestre. Colours were faded. Only the
steel of sword and axe were bright.

"They'll have someone to interpret,”" I said optimistically. Marie gave a
subdued nod.

The rider dismounted, speaking at length to a woman with
troopmaster's belt-badges. Now, to me, none of the troopers looked clean,
and they oiled their braided manes with a pungent oil. When Marie
attempted to interrupt, the gate-guards moved forward drawing curved
harur blades.

I didn't blame them, considering how we must look. A skinny ashiren in
filthy clothes, mane in rat's-tails, brown skin caked with dirt; and an
equally dirty woman, hair hacked short with a knife, boots splitting at the



seams. Out of place: this land—ochre and umber, high and infertile—had
a feeling of cleanness about it. Or perhaps it was only sterility.

Other Ortheans drifted through the gates for a closer look. Beyond
them, inside the walls, I saw a courtyard surrounded by armoury and
stores and kitchen. Familiar. The few practice bouts were breaking up,
now they had another source of interest. The troopers linked spears
horizontally, blocking the crowd from us. Merchants, soldiers, insular hill
men, all in brilliant clothes. Slit-backed becamil robes, chirith-goyen
sashes, loose britches and short boots, and slender curved blades. Most
had manes braided down the spine but pulled up into a cascading
horsetail on the crown of the head. Quartz beads

and bracelets gleamed. I watched their bright alien eyes; surprise and
distaste shadowing them as clouds shadow the sun.

The crowd began to scatter as an Orthean male came through, giving
sharp orders. He was tan-skinned, stout, in his forties. Rank-badges made
him a commander. Of this garrison? I wondered. With him was a younger
man in the brown robes of an Earthspeaker.

"Well, now." The commander's accent when he spoke Ymirian was new,
but intelligible. "Who are you, and where do you come from?"

"Achil Marie Salathiel, of Rimon," the boy said quickly. "T'an, where is
this?"

"Ai Garrison. North Peir-Dadeni," he elaborated. "How is it you don't
know, ashiren? And does your companion speak?"

"We've come from Roehmonde. I'm Christie, the envoy from—you call us
Outworlders."

"Huroth said she found you up near Broken Stair."

I was too tired to lie, or to make it sound less incredible. "We came
down the pass yesterday. We came from Roehmonde across the Barrens."

The whites of his eyes showed momentarily. He gestured the
Earthspeaker forward. The young male, not coming close, sniffed the air.
Then he went to Marie, looking into his face, thumbing back his eyelids
and looking into his mouth and nostrils. 1 kept still for a similar
examination. The Earthspeaker said something and the nearest troopers
relaxed, laughing and commenting.

"They are neither of them fit, but the ashiren carries no disease. As for
the other, t'an Shaid, I can't say. I'm not certain the woman is human."

I saw them note eyes, hands, differences. "I'm the Dominion envoy.



From Earth."
"If she were diseased," the t'an Shaid said, "the ashiren would be ill."
"Yes, that is likely."
"So, not dangerous that way. But in what other ways?"

"She is—" here the Earthspeaker used an unfamiliar term "—with the
earth."

"We're not dangerous," I said. "Tired, yes; dangerous, no. All I want,
t'an, is to get to the Crown at Tathcaer."

Some kind of recognition seemed to occur to him. "So you expect to be
fed and kept while messages are sent halfway across the Southland, do
you?"

The urbane sarcasm riled me. "I'm the envoy. Haven't you got eyes?"

"T've seen freaks before. If you were that clever, you'd know that this
envoy—whatever it was, and I had my doubts— died of the snow-fever in
Roehmonde last Torvern. Ah, that's stopped you. We're forewarned: a
messenger changed mounts here this morning, and gave warning of
suspicious travellers coming down the Kyre. Broken Stair, my sire and
dam!"

I didn't have to ask. A "messenger" with a scarred face, lying to get a
riderbeast to take him south.

"He didn't have to do that," Marie whispered. "He could have left, he ...
not to us, he shouldn't have."

"I'd keep you in the cells," the commander said, "but that's a waste of
supplies. You have a choice: the road to the Kyre or the road to
Shiriya-Shenin. I suggest you take one and start walking."

I realized he was serious. He didn't believe me. He intended to throw us
out, back on the road, where footsteps ate up the miles in infinitesimal
fractions.

"You listen to me, t'an." My voice sounded disused, hollow. The wind
swept dust against the garrison walls. Now there were only half a dozen
troopers round us, but I was aware of eyes watching from the walls.
Temper made me breathless, dizzy. "I'm Christie, envoy of the Dominion,
which Suthafiori will confirm. This is my I'ri-an, Achil Marie Salathiel. Your
informant was a hired sword in the pay of the Crown's enemies. I've been
hunted out of Roehmonde, I've crossed the Fens, I've crossed the Barrens
and come down Broken Stair—and believe me I don't intend walking one
seri more! Now either you keep me here until Suthafiori is informed, or you



provide me with transport and an escort to go south. One or the other!"

The commander shook his head, more in frustration than anything else,
watching me with a clear topaz, gaze. The Earthspeaker said something in
the Peir-Dadeni language.

"Yes. Of course," the commander said, keeping eye-contact with me.
"It's Riardh Sixthweek. The T'An Suthai-Telestre will have moved to winter
court in Shiriya-Shenin by now. Two days downriver, Outlander. What do
you say, shall I send you there?"

Later, I realized that was the point he expected me to crack. It's easy
enough for an imposter to ask to be taken to the Crown when the court is
half a continent away.

"Only—two days?" The flare of energy died. I nodded weakly. "Yes. Both
of us. The ashiren stays with me."

He was puzzled, he still didn't believe me. But he wasn't going to risk
being wrong.

"You," he said to the woman who had brought us in, "take an escort, go
down to Shiriya-Shenin on the water-caravan. As for these two, feed
them, but nothing else. Let them go to the T'An Suthai-Telestre as
beggars, if they're so certain of belief. And keep close watch—see they get
to Shiriya-Shenin, and nowhere else."

Because of the plain it was impossible to see the river until we were on
its banks. It was wide, even here, and sluggish; a loop meandered up
close to the Ai garrison and then drifted away southwest. Broad
flat-bottomed boats were drawn up to wooden jetties. Brown water swirled
round the piles.

I was tired of being filthy, resenting the commander's spite—it would
have cost him nothing to let us wash, at least. Back of that was an
irrational hurt. Despite my better judgement, I'd trusted Blaize n'ri n'suth
Meduenin.

"I thought we'd done with trouble when we left the Barrens," Marie said
quietly, "but it isn't over yet, Christie, is it?"

"Nearly," I said, and he smiled ruefully.

A damp cold hazed the flat horizon. Traders were loading the boats,
lashing crates to the rails. Bundles bound in waxed cloth filled the holds

past deck-level. Six or seven boats were moored together, painted in
rainbow colours, beaked rudders jutting from the river. Ortheans shouted



in the Peir-Dadeni tongue.

We were pushed aboard the last boat, then ignored while the
troopmaster had a long, incomprehensible argument with the crew. 1 sat
down under the deck awning, leaning back

against the bales in the hold. Marie, sighing, eased himself down beside
me.

I must see if I can make that woman understand me, I thought. What
did the commander call her—Huroth? Meanwhile I can at least unlace
these damn boots.

And in that moment between sitting down and bending forward, I fell
asleep.

A sour taste furred my mouth. Cramp caught me as I moved, grunting,
and opened my eyes. I lay skewed against the cargo bales. Water hissed
against the hull, inches from my head. Someone had thrown a blanket
over me and—I raised my head, wincing—over Marie too.

The garrison escort squatted on the other side of the deck, playing
ochmir; and the traders sat on cushions under the steersman's awning.

Midday sunlight reflected brilliantly from the smooth water. When I sat
up I saw we had come out of the plains. There were low hills to either
side—brown, sparsely vegetated, dotted here and there with marhaz and
skurrai herds and sprawling telestre buildings. Some of the slopes were
terraced. Perhaps it was only that this was the time after harvest, well into
the dead time of winter, but it looked a harsh land to me.

"Christie?" Marie sat up, blinking; then relaxed and scratched his matted
mane. "I thought . . . I've still got the flask here, do you want a drink?"

It was unwatered wine. I coughed. The sun, I realized, was in the
wrong position. "Have I slept the day round?"

"Not al