JALAYV 4: TheWill of the Gods

By Sharon Green

CH 1. The disagreement of male and the anger of Mida

| awokein the thick, enveloping darkness of the room, at first convinced there had been movement near
me, after amoment alowing that the movement must have been Mehrayn's, tossing about upon the furs
beside me. The male's deep was uneasy, perhaps by cause of the words of disagreement heand | had
spoken in the dwelling of Aysayn, he who was caled Sigurr's Shadow. It had been necessary to speak
those words over and again, with Aysayn and Chaldrin aswell as Mehrayn, and still the malesrefused to
abandon their stand. | had, at last, refused to discuss the matter further, which had silenced the males yet
had not moved them from their stubborn stance. Fool that | was, | had first spoken of the matter mysdif,
therefore could blame no one dsefor the difficulty. Though rductantly, I had known many males of late; |
knew it was likely they would attempt to interfere with the doings of awarrior.

The darkness was cool and comfortable, bereft of the heat which would regppear with Midaslight. | lay
upon the fur | shared with Mehrayn, feding only comfort from its silky softness against my body, relieved
that no intruding presence threatened. My sword and dagger were not far away, but the continuing
presence of much drink lay even nearer, in my head and body. Had it been necessary to defend against
intruders| would have done o, yet not with al of my usud skill. We had al of us drunk much of the
drink cdled faar, that which was nearer unbrewed daru than the renth of city males, though none of the
Sigurri males had had asmuch as 1. As| wasto depart with the new light, and alone, the males had
inssted upon the sharing of faar, each cup, asthey said, aprayer to Sigurr to watch over me upon my
travels. | had not told them that their god cared naught for thiswarrior save for her use, for the doing
would have beenidle. I had, instead, accepted each cup given me, baffled by the surprise of the males
when | continued to accept them. Falar had more presence than renth, yet less than brewed daru, that
which warriors drank. | had agreed to take as much of thefaar as| was able; did they believe | would
give my word and then be forsworn?

| sghed as | turned toward Mehrayn where he lay, seeing the deeper darkness of his back, ableto see
no more than the broadness of it, none of the corded muscle which rippled with his movement. So
strange were males, these Sigurri even stranger. Firgt it had been the males of Bdllinard, acity tothe
north, then the males of Ranistard, even farther north. Ceralt and his Belsayah, Hannis and his Nedlarhi,
the male god Sigurr and hisfighters, and now his Sigurri. Bellinard had falen to my sster clans of
Midanna, whom | led as war leader; Ranistard held those of my own clan of Hostaand would fal iniits
turn when the Midanna were free to ride againgt it. Ceralt, by now surely healed, had returned to his
Belsayah, and perhapsled the Nedlarhi aswell, in the absence of Hannis. Sigurr dwelt among hisfighters
in undoubted pleasure, for | had raised his Sigurri to stand with the Midanna against the coming strangers,
just as he had demanded. | had but one further thing to see to before | might return to my warriorswho
held Bellinard, athing demanded of me by Mida hersdf. It wasthis thing which upset these Sgurri so
greatly, yet in Midas name | was unable to fathom the reason for such upset.

I, who am Jdav, wasfirst war leader to the Hosta clan before my sisters were taken by the males of
Ranigtard. This capture was alowed by the goddess Mida so that | might lead the other nine clans of
sster Midanna againgt Bellinard with noneto say | favored one clan above the others. It was necessary
that | do naught to free the Hosta, and though my soul writhed in agony at that lack of doing, | was not
ableto refuse thewill of Mida. Strangers came to our world who were enemiesto Midaand Sigurr, and
the goddess and god demanded that their warriors face these strangers and best them. Nearly dl of the



Hosta carried the quickened seed of maeswithin them, and would therefore be unable to stand in battle
with us. | planned to lead my warriors against the strangers and then see to the males of Ranistard, but
firgt the nine enemy clans of Midannamust join us.

Mehrayn stirred again as though in discomfort. That | rode with the new light to claim the war leadership
of enemy Midanna had been an outrage to him, and he-and Chaldrin-had insisted on accompanying me,
athough | tried to convince them that they would be more burden than aid, that their lot among Midanna
would be harsher than thelot of afemadetemple davein ther city, thelot of afemae davein Chadrin's
domain, the Caverns of the Doomed. | had not mentioned my own fate were | to lead free malesto the
home tents of Midanna, therefore they did not know what would befall me. To say my lifewould be
forfeit would be an understatement. These strange Sigurri accepted my warriorhood and my ability with
wegpons-when other maes did not-and yet insgsted on sanding with me where their presence would be
aburden. Strange enough was the willingness of amale to stand beside awarrior, stranger il that he
sought not to take from her those privileges which he demanded for himsdlf. Strangest of al, however,
was the way they demanded to be allowed to add their blades to mine, asthough | were brother to them
or they sister to me. That | had freed Mehrayn from davery in Bdlinard and had fought besde Aysayn
and Chadrin in the Caverns of the Doomed did not seem ample reason for malesto do asthey did. All
warriors know males as being beyond reason, and beyond gratitude as well. Aysayn and Mehrayn
looked upon me as amessenger from their god, Chaldrin, asthe sole being who had bested him at
blades, these, perhaps, were the reasons for the behavior of the males, but it still seemed odd.

"Why do you not deep, wench?' Mehrayn's deep voice came suddenly, held low so as not to chdlenge
the darkness. "Had | as much faar within me as you have within you, it would be feyd before | awoke.”

"Faar isnot like daru,” said 1, peaking as softly as he, my hand reaching to the dark shadow of hisarm.
"Had it been brewed daru | swalowed, | might well beinsensible.

Was| not sufficiently awake and aware during your devotions?' "Indeed you were," said he, chuckling as
he turned toward me. "With the remova of your life sgn, your sufficiency is beyond question. Y ou do not
mean to deny methat sufficiency for afina time, | hope? | await the new light with thoughts of no other
thing than my devotions.”

"Dark Sigurr issurdly pleased with your piety,” said |, finding gregt pleasure at the touch of hishand upon
my back, beneath my hair. "Mida, too, will be pleased that you no longer mean to impede her warrior.
The home tents of Midannawould alow you no devotions, yet would you be used to the glory of
Mida-again and again and again. The use you had at the hands of my warriorsin Bellinard would be as
naught in comparison.”

"Wered| Midannaas-sufficient asyou, | would give mysdlf to them with eager anticipation,” he
murmured, drawing meinto hisarms. "'l will missyou sorely once you have gone, and more than thet;
aready do | fed your absence. Will you join me upon my atar when the new light arrives, or do you
mean to deny me alast taste of you?”'

"Such ataste might be had now, here upon these furs, rather than with the new light upon your dtar,” |
murmured, fedling the nearness of him begin to heat my blood. So broad and hard was the male, so
warm to my hands which stroked his back, so dive to my bare body pressed to his. |, too, felt the gap
his absence would bring, though | would not mind the emptiness when my life sign hung about my neck
once more. At onetime my life sign was of wood, carved from the tree which had been marked as mine
at birth, though the symbol of the hadat had been changed; Mida had touched it and made it like her
Crydals, clear and light yet not easily broken; Sigurr had breathed into the crystal hadat, sending
darkness swirling throughout its shape. In such away wasit shown that | rode for both goddess and god,
and also was| given agreet gift: with the life sgn about my neck upon itsthong, what wounds cameto



me in battle were not immediately felt, and were hedled during no more than one darkness of deep. The
gift was pricelessto awarrior and war leader such as|, yet there was something | did not understand!
with my life sign upon me felt no desire for maes. | had thought my lack of interest dueto the use | had
been put to by the dark god Sigurr, yet it had not been so. Though to me the time had been horror-filled
agony, | had been told by Midathat Sigurr had been unexpectedly pleased. For what reason, then,
would interest in males be taken from me? It had surely not been Mida's doing, for her teachings council
that one uninterested in maesisathing of pity; how are our clansto thrive and grow stronger if peopled
by warriors who care naught for those who are able to give warriors new warrior lives? The doing was
not beyond Sigurr, who would surely laugh soundlessy at whatever pain | was given dueto alack of
interest, yet the reason seemed insufficient. It would not be-

"And yet, if | wereto taste of you now, you would find yourself easily able to deny me come the new
light,” murmured Mehrayn, hislipsto my hair, hiswords drawing me away from the distractions of
thought. "I have no understanding of your didike for use upon my dtar, yet am | well aware of it. Perhaps
it would be best if we were to abstain as once we did, so that your reluctance may be overcome a the
proper time."

"Mehrayn, | do not mean to remainttill the new light,” | said, hisbody ill ashe heard my words. "The
last of the darkness will do best to see me upon my way from this city, before those who dwdl init are
up and about. A journey such asthe one before me is best begun as soon as possible.”

His motionlessness touched me more deeply than hisflesh, for | knew well that | would now have no
more of him. Hisflesh remained aswarm asit had been, his great arms astightly about me, yet would
they soon be gone, withdrawn in male-seen insuilt.

"So soon?" he asked at last, and then, strangely, the arms | had expected to release me tightened the
more. The breath was nearly taken from me with the abrupt condriction, and asmal grunt escaped my
throat, more from surprise than pain. My breasts were crushed against the broadness of hischest and |
moved in silent protest, nearly wide-eyed at the strength he showed. So easily isawarrior able to forget
the strength of males, yet recdl it shemust if sheisto remain freeand awarrior. Again | moved in
protest, attempting to loose mysdlf from the keren-like embrace, and at last Mehrayn perceived my
difficulty.

"Have hurt you, wench?" he asked, releasing me enough o that he could look at me. "It was not my
intention to do you harm, yet the thought of losing you so quickly-the new light seems agreet dedl farther
away than the end of this darkness. | suddenly find that my arms lack the strength to release you.”

| bresthed deeply as| continued to attempt to extricate myself. "The strength of your arms seems more
than sufficient for any deed you may careto essay,” | said. "Perhaps you could try to release me--esel
seek the aid of another.”

"Another?' asked Mehryn, chuckling as his arms tightened some small amount. "There are no others
about to ask, nor would any Sigurri attempt to stand against mein asituation such asthis. Even Chaldrin,
who has sworn himsdlf to your safety, would not attempt to come between us. Should | find it impossible
to release you, who would there be to stand for you?”'

"Mehrayn forgetsthat | require no more than one to stand with me," | replied, pressng my dagger to his
throat. Again hisbody grew motionless, thistime for different reasons. "'This blade was given me by
Mida, and by cause of that has become my sister. Isit your desire to be kissed more deeply by my
Sger?

"I had not redized you had brought your-sister to my furs," said he cautioudy againgt the sharpened



metd. "Never before this have you dept with a dagger so near to hand.”

"Alwaysdo | deep with adagger near to hand,” | replied, running my free palm dowly over hisback.
"Never before have | been freeto do so in thiscity of males. Do you continue to consider abstinence?”

"Wench, | refuse to believe that you would use that blade on me," said he, remaining motionless. "We
have come to mean too much to one another to cause each other harm. Y ou will put that blade up and
then we will pleasure oursaves, and come the new light we will leave together to see to those enemy
wenches of yours. Aysayn will lead our legions out when the rites are done, and we will ride to meet
them when our choreis completed.”

"When our choreis completed,” | echoed, once again annoyed. " So you insst that you will accompany
me, do you? What of the agreement we came to?"

"l cameto no agreement,” said he. "It was you aone who refused the presence of those who would stand
with you during your need. Once | rode from you and permitted you to ride from me; had Sigurr not
moved those foul followers of the Onenessto attack my legion quickly, | well might have returned here
rather than continue on to their city. The distress| felt gpart from you was more than | was able to bear,
Jdlav, and | do not careto bear it again.”

"Sooner would you bear what the Midannawould bring you," said I, disgusted. "Y ou eagerly seek an
unknown fate, forgetting that | cannot prevent it, for | stand in Mida's cause and not in that of amalel
Perhaps you should have some small taste of thet fate.”

"Wench, you may not do thigl" protested Mehrayn, but he released me at the urging of my blade. Though
he seemed sure | would not harm him, he knew well enough that | need not day him to see my will done.
And were | to wound him, he would not only not accompany me, neither would Aysayn permit him to
accompany the Sigurri legions when they rode forth. Hisinsistence on foolishness had angered me, so
that | wanted to wound him. In the darkness the mal e was unable to see my anger, but he could senseiit
from the near growl in my voice-and be properly wary.

AsMehrayn put himsdlf flat upon thefurs, | followed, one hand to his shoulder as | knelt acrossthe dark
shadow of hisbody, the other hand afist about the hilt of the dagger which touched histhroat. It had
been sometime since| had last used amae so, but | remembered the way of it. The male stirred faintly
beneath me, clearly agitated, and | smiled into the surrounding darkness.

"Y ou cared little for use of this sort asacaptive in Bellinard," said I, my voice soft as| moved farther
toward histhighsaong hisbelly. "Were you captive to Midannain their own home tents, you would
know no other use. Never would you be permitted to take awarrior, only to serve her in her own chosen
way. Jalav isawarrior and war leader, and has taken many maesin this manner.”

"Jalav has swallowed too great an amount of falar,” said Mehrayn, sourly. "1 am not awench to be forced
to the pleasure of awarrior, nor am | as deeply in need asin Bellinard. The war leader Jalav will receive
from me no more than that which her esteemed enemies would receive-here or in their own home tents."

"Y ou speak so by cause of never having tasted of the sthuvad drug,” said I, moving myself to where his
manhood lay. Indeed was he only partialy aroused, not nearly enough for adequate use, yet did hisflesh
jump at the touch of mine, and begin somewhat to rise and harden. "In the presence of the sthuvad drug,
awarrior may do with amale as she wishes, and the male may not deny her."

"l am the master of my own body," said Mehrayn, the words forced between clenched teeth. "It isnot
seemly for aman to be taken so, and | shdl not dlow it."



"And yet you deemed it seemly to take thiswarrior with your strength when she would have had none of
you," | replied in amurmur, caressing his mae-flesh with my femae-flesh and causing him to continue to
gdir. "Asthat taking wasto your liking, soisthistaking to mine”

"Jdlav, the sole taking to be thought upon isthat you are taken with falar,” said he, afaint heaviness
having entered histone. "When first | gave you my love you did indeed appear unwilling, yet was your
body most willing. Asyou may see, mineis not the same, therefore must you, release me and put up that

degger.”

"I find little unwillingnessin your body, mae," said | with asoft laugh, pressng my breaststo hischest asl
kissed at the flesh benegth the hair. Red was that hair, like the hair upon his head though lighter, and had |
been ableto see him | would aso have seen his sun-darkened skin, marked upon the left shoulder with
the stroke in black which stood for Sigurr. At my kiss his great unwillingness stirred even more grestly,
searching for the heat in which it might bask, and again | laughed. "For onewho is unwilling, your rod
seems uncommonly active,” said |.

"Never would | wish to see arod used upon you, wench,” said he, growling softly. "A length of leather
would suffice for your hiding, which shal be yours should you continue with this- Ahhh.”

The bregth flew from him as| succeeded in his capture and then, dowly, settled mysdlf upon him. The
male was far too used to having femaes many times each fey, and was therefore not difficult to bring to
rigidity. Ah, Midal The pleasure awarrior may find in the presence of amae of strength! I hummed aong
with the motion of my hips, and Mehrayn's great hands rose to my sides as he moaned.

"Perhaps-perhaps abrief time engaged so would not be too unseemly” he said hdtingly, hishipsrising to
meet me. "There will yet be words between us on this matter, wench-at another time."

Again | laughed as| often did in the presence of the male, until | allowed the pleasure to take me. | kept
the dagger firmly in my fist, carefully near the mal€'sthroat yet did not thresten his safety, and we both felt
great pleasure. After an endlesstime his hand was able to force the dagger entirely away from him, and
he threw me back in the furs, hisbody quickly following. So abruptly did | become possessed rather than
possessor that | gasped, yet the pleasure did not cease. With Mehrayn's lipsto mine came the first of his
vigorous pummeling, and my dagger wasforgotten entirely.

| did not awaken till the first of Midas light spread warmth and color through the room. Mehrayn lay
deeply adeep beside meto my left, my dagger lay abandoned and forgotten to my right, and I, duggard
that | was, lay where | had been |eft when the pleasure was done. | had immediately dept, more deeply
than was usud; the faar had indeed affected me. Already was the fey advanced beyond my planned
departure time, and | was as annoyed with mysdlf as| had been a Mehrayn in the darkness. To take
pleasure with amaeistheright of awar leader and warrior, but yet thewill of Midamust comefirst.

| arose from the furs and quietly donned my breech, then placed my dagger initsleg bands. Best to be
gone before Mehrayn's awakening, so that | need not listen to him beg again to accompany me. Although
my hair seemed snarled and twisted its entire length, from crown to thighs, it would keep till | rode the
foreststoward the land of the Midanna. A heavy wooden comb was among the few possessions | had
wrapped for the journey. Upon a platform by the wall was my bow and shafts, and thelifesign | had
carefully removed the darkness previous. | raised my swordbelt and sword from the furs beside the place
| had dept, then turned toward the platform. It would be the work of no more than a moment to gather
all | required, and then would | be- "So you are prepared to depart,” came Mehrayn's voice suddenly
fromwherehelay. "And | may not hat you, for you moveto the will of the gods. Am | permitted to wish
it might be otherwise?'



"To wish the matter otherwise would be to disapprove of the doings of the gods,” said I, looking down to
where helay in the furs. "Few males gpprove of the demands of Mida, yet in this endeavor the will of
Sigurr joins hers. Do you mean to set yoursdlf againgt the dark god, O Sword of Sigurr?!

"Do you need to mock me aswell asleave me?' he growled, rising to stand before me. " Sigurr demands
no more of women than their use upon hisdtar. It isfrom men done that he demands strength and battle
and wounds and early death, asit should be. That you are awarrior of uncommon skill isundeniable,
Jdav; however | would still far prefer to stand for you rather than beside you, yet aso, undeniably, | may
not do so." His hands rose to my arms and stroked me gently, and he smiled faintly as he looked down
upon me. "l will not believe that blessed Sigurr would look upon my thoughts as sacrilege, yet should he
do 50, 0 beit. | would still wish to prohibit you from riding from me into danger and battle.”

"And yet you will not," said I, knowing the truth of thisas| looked up into the warmth of hiseyes. Again|
marveled at thismde, this Sigurri, who could have held me with his strength yet refused to do so, for he
knew that | did as| must, just as he did. | knew he was possessed of warrior honor, which moved each
of usto the path of right rather than that of persona pleasure.

"Yes, Sgurr takemefor thefool | am, | will dlow you," he murmured, diding his pams benesth my hair
and drawing me easily to the firm strength of hisbare body. "I shdl have your lipsafind timeand then||
shall turn from you, and in ahand of feyd | shall follow after and find you. Once | have done so we will
face thefind battle together, and then-and then the will of the godswill have been seento.”

Hislipslowered to mine and eagerly did | meet them, endlesdly pleased that | need not discuss my
thoughts after battle with the strangers was done. It was then that Midawished meto lead the Midanna
againg the Sigurri, destroying them before they might do usthe same, yet had | learned that the Sigurri
were honorable far beyond the god they served, and would not attack those they had fought beside.
Should the matter cometoiit, | would give my life and soul to halt the intended attack, for the Midanna
would not find it prudent to enter battle by the single clan against so large aforce commanded by asingle
leader. Midanna and Sigurri would not raise blade to one another and I-1 would find the peace | had
cometo long for, the peace that would not be minewhilel lived. | let my swordbelt fal from my grasp
and held Mehrayn as he held me, knowing that | would forget him once my soul thinned and melted into
thefina dark-yet somehow his strength and warmth would be eternally missed.

Our lips clung together in an attempt to prolong the moment, though it wasimpossibleto prolong it
forever. We parted at last and Mehrayn looked down upon me, his hand gently smoothing my hair.

"l shdl help you gather your things and choose akan,” he said, with resolve. "Allow me abrief moment to
cover mysdf, andthenwemay .. ."

A clear, deep ringing broke into hiswords, the summons from Sigurr that the time of devotionswas at
hand for dl Sigurri. Mehrayn looked startled at the sound, and his tone became hitter.

"So | am not to be alowed even to see you off," he said, stroking my face. "Perhaps Sigurr was
displeased with the words | spoke earlier after dl, yet | refuse to withdraw them. | must go now to find a
wench to take to my dtar, but my prayerswill befor you rather than her, my Jdav. Go with Sigurr's
blessing, and care for yourself till | am able to stand once more beside you."

Hislips brushed mine briefly and then he was gone, to take up his black body cloth from whereit lay
upon the floor covering and begin to wrap it about himself. No, | will not share your devotions, | had told
him in the darkness, and he, recaling my words, would go without argument to seek another. | found my
swordbelt upon the floor at my feet but yet in Mida's name, | could not pick it up. Never would | allow a
maeto deter me and yet-



"Do you mean to send meto battle without afina blessing?" | asked, knowing how the mae saw his
devotionsto Sigurr. "1 had thought the male Mehrayn cared more for the war leader Jalav."

A wide, glad smile brightened him as his hands tore away the covering he had nearly replaced. His
laughter rang out as he returned to me in an eye blink, and then his arms were about me, hugging me
closeingredt joy.

"Wench, | had not thought you would remain," he said, amused, as| eyed him warily, recaling the
embrace | had received in the darkness. "No, | shdl not crush you to me again-at least until | have you
upon my dtar. Come, thetime flies before us."

Quickly then did he take meto that black, padded platform which was hisdtar to hisgod, turned to light
the black candle which stood aboveit upon aledge, and then returned to me with eyes shining as brightly
asthe flame. In amoment was my breech opened and pulled avay and my dagger taken and thrown
asde, and then was | lowered gently to the black platform, Mehrayn following to crouch above me.

"Sigurr, hear these words from one privileged to be known as your Sword," said the male, pressing his
lipslightly to mine as his hands touched everywhere. "'l ask that you guard thiswoman | have beneath me
as you would guard one you looked upon as your own beloved, one for whom you would gladly give
your own life that hers be spared. She rides to danger among those who are enemy to her; protect her
and ad her in her attempts as your breath in her life sign restores hedlth to her wounded body. Should
thisbe done, | will never again ask athing of you, for dl I wishfor inthislifewill be seento.”

"Mehrayn," | whispered, but yet hislips stopped whatever words | would have spoken concerning his
prayer. That he asked only for my well-being and not his own disturbed me, yet was| caught up in his
devotions and unable to pursue the matter. The joy his body was able to bring to minewas a
never-ending thing, and much did wereve in that joy till Mehrayn was no longer ableto continue. For a
long time the male continued to lie atop me and look down into my eyes.

"l do believe| detect apurr in the throat of my hadat,” said he, clearly pleased. "To cause ahadat to
purr, aman need only put her to her back and stroke her deep.”

"True," said | with asmile, "and yet must amale be ever wary of her claws. The claws of ahadat are
never long shesthed.”

To prove the truth of my words| set my own clawsto the flesh of hisback and drew them gently down,
and the male affected to cringe asthough in pain.

"Ah, Sigurr, shewounds me!" he moaned, thrashing about so that his body touched mine at dl points.
"Surely she now shows her jealousy a my intention to take another wench to my atar. Once she has
gone, how may | not take another wench? When she has returned to my side there will be no other, and
yet whilesheisgone-"

No longer was histonelight, his eye sparkling. Soberly did he gaze & me, and surely did | believe his
words wereincomprehensible. Thelight of the fey bathed hisfeaturesin the glow of growing warmth, and
of asudden it cameto methat | had not the time to puzzle out his meaning. My task awaited me, the task
which had for too long been put off.

"And now she must be gone,” said I, touching the seriouslines of hisface. "Release me, male, so that we
may be about the dutieswhich await us."

"Ah, yes, the dutieswhich await us," said hewith asigh, but he remained motionless. "We shdl each of us
seeto our duties, and yet you have not spoken of your fedings toward my taking another to my altar for



devotions. Do you mean to blame me for obeying the word of my god?’

"For what reason would | do so strange athing?' | asked, truly perplexed. "Were you pledged to follow
me in servitude, then would your use be mine to keep or give to another. Asyou do not follow me, |
have no more right to direct you in the matter than you have the right to direct me so. Though you are
maleyou are, in amanner of speaking, awar leader; who is there below Midawho may say who awar
leader takesto her deeping leather?”

"Oh, indeed," said he, essaying asmile. ™Y ou may no more hold me at fault than | may hold-" Hiswords
stopped abruptly to be followed by an odd smile and strange expression. ™Y ou-mean to take another to
your-deeping leather during our parting?' he asked in astrange voice. "Y ou are awar leader, and will
therefore lie with another man?”’

"Should the desire cometo me," | agreed with a shrug, moving somewhat beneath him. "There will
undoubtedly be many maes among the home tents of the enemy Midanna, and once | have won their
leadership the males will be eager to please. Mehrayn, you must release me now, for | cannot move past
the bulk of you."

"Oh, indeed, rdlease you,” said he, at last beginning to rise from the dtar. "The-maes will be eager to
please you, and yet by then | will haveled my legionsto rgoin you. There will belittle need for you to
seek another when | am there”

"The matter will beseentoinitsowntime,” sad |, relieved, as | rose from the platform. Much did |
didike dl that belonged to Sigurr, dthough | had ignored the didike for Mehrayn's sake. "It may perhaps
be necessary that | honor one or more of the favorites of those who will follow me," said I, stretching my
body. "I will then put aside my life Ssgn and use the males gently, so that | do not cause them upset.”

"I cannot conceive of aman aive who would find upset at your use" muttered Mehrayn, eyeing me
where | sood. "Even those who willingly endave themsaves. And yet-1 had forgotten about your life
sgn. With your life sign about your lovely throat, you will fed desire for none of them.”

The thought seemed to please the male; he grinned and chuckled. Again was | perplexed, even as|
retrieved and replaced my breech and dagger, and bent for my sword. Once it was belted about me, |
saw that Mehrayn did likewise. Much would it have pleased me to wash the smell of amae from me
before taking my leave, yet would the washing be more thorough when once | found astream or lakein
the forests through which | meant to ride. | strode to the platform to find my life sgn-and my fingers
closed onair. Thinking | had mistaken the place, | looked about, yet nowhere wasthe lifesign to be
seen. In sudden upset | threw al things from the platform, the bow, the shafts, the flame-maker and comb
| had prepared, yet al to no avail. The platform stood bare of al things-most especidly my lifesign.

"What occurs here, wench?' asked Mehrayn, halting beside me. "Do you mean to throw the whole room
about now that you no longer will have use of it?"

"My lifesgn,” | sad, immediately turning toward him. "Have you moved it sawhere, mae?’
"Not I," said he, with afrown. "Perhapsit has falen behind the table.”

Quickly then did he reach to the platform, lift it from where it stood and peer benegth, with no success.
Clearly the life Sign was no more beneeth the platform than upon it. The mae then began adow, careful
search among those thingsthat | had thrown to the floor cloth, yet a thought had come to methat held me
from joining his search. In only one manner might the life sgn have flown so completdly from whereit had
been left, and in such amanner was | able to know of Midas displeasure with me. As Mehrayn stood to
look about himsdlf in great frustration, | quietly walked to those things| had thrown to the floor cloth and



began gathering them to me.

"Thelife signisnot there, wench," said Mehrayn, giving me no more than a glance as he continued to
look about. "Surely must it have been left esewherein error, the two of us so taken with faar that we
knew not what was done. First we shdl search this entire room, and should wefail to find it we must
return to Aysayn's apartment and search there aswell.”

"Thereisno need,” said |, holding the things | would soon take to the forests with me, shaking my hair
back from my arms. "No search will discover that which has been reclaimed by the one who gaveit.”

"What foolishness do you spesk?' he asked, turning hislook of displeasure from al about to me. "Thelife
sign has merely been misplaced, not reclaimed. Would your Midatake from you the magic of her healing
powers and Sigurr's upon the dawn of the fey you ride to battle at her bidding? Such athing would be
inconcelveble™

"Patience is more often to be found in mortals than in goddesses,” | replied, stringing my bow. "Perhapsit
cameto Midathat | would have little need of her magic hedling when | concerned myself with no other
thing than dalying withamale. | must now seeto her task without the aid of her magic, and for thisl may
blame no one other than mysdlf. | cannot say | knew no better."

The bilerose high in me at thought of my stupidity. \When one surrounds onesdf with males, one beginsto
think asthey, athing | had not known was possible. | now must return to the forest ways as quickly as
possible, and hope to avoid any further disasters.

"Should one be a fault, that oneismysdf," said Mehrayn, hisfirm hand resting on my shoulder. "I cannot
believe, however, that the life Sign has been reclaimed, and will immediately begin my search to prove the
contention. Y ou may assst me or merdly Sit and await the results; | will not be proven wrong.”

"Perhgps not,” said |, showing no awareness of hishand on me. "I, however, have aready been proven
wrong, and have not thetimeto Sit about in idle patience. Should you find the life Sign, you may bring it
after me when your legions are prepared to march.”

"Bring it after- No!" exclaimed Mehrayn, turning me quickly by the shoulders and snatching away the
newly strung bow. ™Y ou cannot ride to battle without the protection given you! Do you seek crippling or
desth?'

"Do you mean to say that the war leader Jdlav has never before faced battle without protection?” |
demanded. So great was my anger at thisinsult that my hand closed about the hilt of my sword. Themale
saw the effect of hiswords upon me, yet showed annoyance rather than contrition.

"Do not think to lure me from my stand with misdirection, wench,” said he, in atone of disgpprovd. "l
know well enough that you have faced battle many times and had need of no protection other than your
sword. Yet | would aso know how many of those times you aone faced enemies without number? How
many of those times was done what you are about to do? No morta wench-or man-may face your task
without the protection of the gods, and thisyou may not deny.”

"My task iswhat | may not deny,” | said, theinsult diminishing somewhat, the tiffnessremaining
unchanged. "When taken asadavein Bdlinard, | faced enemieswithout number; when held with the
Hosta by the males of Ranistard, | faced enemies without number; when captured by Cerdt and his
Belsayah, | faced enemies without number; when sent as a dave to the Caverns of the Doomed, | faced
enemieswithout number. Also did | walk thelinesfor Sillatrash, asthe scars upon metestify, yet did |
survive to avenge the insult. Do not speak of what you don't know, mae, and beware giving insult. Jaav
does not careto swalow insult.”



"Nor has she spoken, till now, of what service to the gods has entailed for her," said the mae, hisgreen
looking down upon me. "These Silla, who gave you such terrible wounds as to cause the scarring you
wear-they are enemy Midanna, are they not? They stand among those who unknowingly await you, do

they not?'

"They do nat,” | replied, turning from him to fetch the bow he had thrown aside. "Those Sillafor whom |
waked the lines have been sent to Midas Blessed Realm, some by my sword, some by the swords of
those who follow me. The baance of the Sillalay in capture to the males of Ranistard, beside my own
Hosta. When the strangers have been seen to and Mida satisfied, the Hostawill be freed, and likely the
Sllaaswell." | graightened with the bow in my hand, and turned to face him squarely. "Must we bare
blades before | am able to continue on in Midas service? | would regret the loss of you, mae, yet the
Hostawait and the gods may not be denied. "

"Indeed, denid isreserved to morta men done,” said he, grimacing. "Should | attempt to stand in your
path, I will be blown from it by those who may not be denied. | didike being moved about s0." He
looked at his atar amoment, and then back a me. "Very wel. Asl am given no aternative, | shal see
you upon your way. When your lifesignisfound, | shdl follow after withiit."

He camethen to aid mein gathering the few things | would take to the forests, and another moment saw
us moving toward the door which led from his chamber. Mehrayn put a hand to the door to openit, yet
did he hesitate and then bend an odd |ook upon me.

"And who might this—-Ceralt of the Belsayah be, in whose capture you were?' he asked, the oddness
also apart of histone. "No doubt a man of low character, who sought to give you no other thing than
pain and shaming, aman whose life waswell ended by the edge of your blade."

l, too, hesitated before the door, remembering Ceralt. Astall and broad as Mehrayn was Cerdt, with
eyesnearly aslight, yet was Cerdlt dark of hair, and darker of skin despite Mehrayn's tanning. Many
were the memories | had of Cerdt, not al of them unpleasant.

"Cerdt-was he who bought me as dave in Bdlinard, he who claimed me as hisown in Ranistard, hewho
found me after | had walked the linesfor the Sillaand lay near to death,” said I, seeing each of these
things against the wood of the door as| spoke of them. "It was he who was chosen by Midato bring me
to her, and for that reason was | given into his capture for the journey. Cerat-wished to make me his,
and would not acknowledge my service to Mida, therefore was hislife nearly forfeit at journey'send.
I-bargained with Sigurr for hislife and the lives of those others with whom we travel ed, then | eft them and
rodeto raise the Sigurri. Cerat wastoo gravely wounded to speak with, yet did | leave word with others
that he was not to seek me again, therefore shdl | never lay eyes upon him again.”

"l see" said Mehrayn quietly. "Y ou warned him away, therefore will he refrain from seeking you ouit.
Merely by cause of thewarning.”

"Certainly,” said |, understanding naught of his oddness. "Nearly was hislifelost by cause of his
ingstences. No other than afool would attempt the pursuit of that which has been denied him by the
gods."

"The truth of your words cannot be denied,” said Mehrayn, with asmal, odd smile. "No other than afool
would do such athing.”

With such comment was the door then opened before me, so that | might walk through. | did so without
hestation, relieved that the conversation need no longer be continued. Asa Sigurri mae, Mehrayn did
well in upholding the greater strangeness of al Sigurri.



The corridor we entered was carved from stone, thick candlesilluminating the black of thewalls, aswell
asthe smal platformswhich stood here and there againgt those walls, and the silver sconcesin which the
candles themsalves were held. Though other doors appeared at intervalsin the black walls aong the
corridor, no other living being did we seetill we descended to the level below. Here were some few
Sigurri maes moving about their business, two dave femaesin red hip cloths and bare, red-tipped
breasts who sought to take the dust from those things which stood about, and one dave fema e who bore
alarge wooden board laden with provender. When her eyes touched Mehrayn she hated and dipped to
her knees, her head bending asfar as possble above the board. Light of hair and eye wasthe dave, of a
samilar coloring to Ilvin, the Hittawarrior who had wished to accompany meto the land of the Sigurri, yet
no further did the smilarity run. Had IIvin been captured by males, | much doubted that she would have
knelt so easily. Midannawarriors do not so easily acknowledge themselves dave.

"For whom isthat tray intended, dave?' asked Mehrayn, pausing to look down at the femae, until he
seemed to understand. "Nearly had | forgotten! Both Aysayn and Chaldrin dept beneath my roof, so that
they, too, might see you on your way. It will be thework of no more than a moment to fetch them, and
then we may see to provisioning you. Aysayn undoubtedly sent for atray in the belief that you were not
yet prepared to depart. Await me here, wench, as| shdl return inamoment.”

The maeturned then and rapidly retraced his stepsin the direction from which we had come, leaving the
dave where she kndt and aMidannawarrior in whom impatience flared with the strength of Midas light
at midfey. | looked briefly about at those who hurried to and fro, saw none who seemed intent upon
barring my way, dung my bow across my shoulders and added the case of shaftsto my |eft, then
purposdly took my leave.

To one sde of Mehrayn's dwelling stood asmdler dwelling called stables, that which housed the kand in
Mehrayn's possession. No Sigurri was then about, and no sign that akan had been prepared for me,
though as expected, brought disappointment. The stone of the floor was unlittered with the stiff, yellow
gall bedding, as though one had aready been there to clear away thetrailings of the fey previous, leaving
my feet an easer path through the dwelling. | sought the kan | had brought from Bdlinard, thinking it
might be among those of Mehrayn and, surprisingly, therein the dimnessto the back of the dwelling, so it
was.

The beast turned its head to regard me as | did in besideit, softly whickering to show its recognition. A
glance about the enclosure showed its bridie hung upon the wall, within easy reach. It wasthework of a
moment to place it upon ther beast, another moment to tie my small pack of belongingsinto its mane,
and then did | back the beast from the enclosure and mount in asingle, fluid jJump. My weight upon the
ydlow and brown kan and its release from confinement caused it to dance about in anticipation, as
pleased as| at the prospect of departure, as eager as| to be shut of the cities and doings of males. |
touched its Sdeswith my hedls and we danced forward, leaving the dimness for the growing light and
warmth beyond.

There were few about to see me ride from the glittering black of Mehrayn's dwelling, those few heedless
of me asthey moved aong upon errands of their own. Truly had Midasent agloriousfey for my trave's
beginning, one which would be al the more glorious once the forests had been reached. The road tended
ever downward, for the city of the Sigurri was built level upon leve, carved from the face of the mountain
againg which it had been built. | rode past glittering black upon thefifth and fourth levels, yet the third
and second brought more and more red-black dwellingsto stand about the glittering black. The glittering
dwellings of the higher levelswere for those of higher station, those of lower level red-black for those of
lower gtation. Much were maes concerned with position in life, as though there wasimportance to be
found in so foolish amaething. What greater importance was there than to gain the position of war
leader to warriors of worth during the glory of battle? Those who were Midannawerewarriors al, yet



even the Sigurri had those about who were other than warriors. | looked about at those males of the
lower levels who did not wear the black of Sigurr, those males who stood sweeping dust and dirt from
before their odd-appearing dwellings, those males who saw to the kand of those from above who paused
ontheir level, those males who did naught save stand about and converseidly with otherslike
themsalves. For what reason were they permitted to remain in what was purportedly acity of warriors?
They none of them wore wespons, these males who looked me with unvoiced heat as| rode by, yet did
they live among those who fought in the name of Sigurr. Much though | had tried, | could conceive of no
use for these males, no reason for their presence; it remained one of the many male oddities.

The greatest number of those who were about were to be found upon the lowest level, asit had been
when | had arrived at the city. Maesin many colored body cloths, femalesin hip wraps which reached to
their ankles, youths, babes, kand, wagons, noise, motion, stench. | urged my kan forward as quickly as
possible through the mass, again feding theillnessto which | would never become accustomed. The
dwellings standing so close upon one another contrived to keep the bedlam within and multiplied beyond
belief, each shouting voice the voice of ten, each presence the presence of ten, each odor the strength of
ten. Bodies pressed close al about me and about each other, causing my kan to snort with displeasure,
causing meto struggle to keep hand from sword hilt. Much did | fed the need to lay al about me and
clear a space within which one might breathe, yet wasit athing | might not do. Though the swesat beaded
my brow and grew upon my body, though my seat upon my kan became less secure by cause of the
moisture, till must | ride dowly forward with the flow. Those about me had not named themselves enemy
to me; in honor | might cause them no harm.

It seemed as though half the fey had passed before the multitude thinned and the way carried me from the
city. With none before me | dlowed my kan his head, and quickly did his ever-lengthening stride take us
farther and farther away. Truly were citiesathing of maes, confining, violating, unreasoning and
maddening. The open countryside through which | rode was a gift from Midain comparison, the
occasiond dwdlings and tailing fiel d-maes notwithstanding. The muscles of my kan bunched over and
again asthe beast stroveto increaseits pace, and | tightened my knees and bent forward, encouraging it
to an even greater pace.

Not long did | allow my mount to continue at full tilt, for there was a considerable journey before us. |
dowed our plunge to an easy trot, freed my bow from about my shoulders, then looked more
purposefully food stuffs. Therewas asmall hunger in me at that time, brought about by having fed thrice
each fey asthe maesdid, yet would | soon revert to the proper trail manner of only twice each fey. To
be free of maleswasto be freeto act asawarrior preferred, with none to insst upon another way, a

supposedly superior way.

Abruptly | dowed the kan to astop, did from its back, placed my bow upon the stone of theway, and
crouched with my arms about me. With head bowed | attempted to force the trembling from my body,
much as my previous thoughts had attempted to force the trembling from my mind. Never beforein my
lifeasawarrior had | ridden forth without my life sgn, thelife sign which wasthe guardian of my soul. |
raised my head and breathed deeply of the swest, silken air, warmed to perfection by the climbing light of
thefey, lifting my face to the gentle breeze which whispered by. Once thought upon, the reason for my
difficulty became clear; others might dismiss congderation of Mida's displeasure, yet Jdav was not
among them. | had put aside the wishes of Midaand had paused to dally with males, therefore had my
life sign been taken. Was| then to be alowed the presence of those selfsame maes, to dlay the loss of
the lifesign?1 laughed once, bitterly, knowing mysdlf afool. Never again would | be alowed the
presence of Mehrayn, just asthe presence of Ceralt had been denied me. My life and efforts were
Midasaone, and were | to forget the lesson, it would soon be recalled to me. | wasto continue on as|
was, without life Sgn and without accompaniment, and | wasto prevail. Failure would bring agreater loss
than one single life aone, dl those Midannawho followed me, dl the Hostalying in capture, those were



the liveswhich would be forfeit should | fail. The other clans of Midannawould enter baitle |eaderless
and would fall, leaving noneto aid the Hosta at battle's end. So many liveslooking to one, and the
possessor of that one sat crouched upon the stone of away, trembling from a punishment justly earned,
bewailing the loss of males as though she were city dave-woman. In full disgust | rose from the crouch,
taking my bow with me, fedling the weight of the sword which hung a my side, the comfort of the
presence of the dagger in my leg bands. It came to me then that my life sign had not been about my neck
when | had faced Chaldrin for my freedom, nor had it been there during the battle in which | had stood
with Aysayn and the other males. Mida aone had watched over her warrior, and now atask had been
given mewhich | would seeto-and after the task would there be opportunity to mourn the loss of those
who were denied me. | caught up the reins of the grazing kan and mounted quickly, then continued on
toward the forests which awaited me.

Large was the area cleared about the city by those of the city, yet was| able to make the forests not long
after thelight had reached its highest. A padat had foolishly shown itsdf from thefieldsas| passed it,
therefore | had aready fed upon itsflesh, raw and bloody and satisfying as cooked meat was not. The
padat had been small, the leavings less than that which had been swalowed, therefore had | |eft them
behind me; the shaft which had caught the padat had been retrieved to fly again, when hunger next
touched me. Well enough satisfied was this Midanna, save for the absence of a skin of water from which
to drink. The blood of the padat had bred something of athirst in me, and therefore was my first desire
upon entering the forests the seeking out of a stream. | would not pause to bathetill the city of the Sigurri
lay far behind me, yet was there time enough to drink.

The smell of water was faint yet unmistakable benesth the green of thetrees, cdling to my mount as
clearly asto mysdlf. The heat of the fey lay upon both of us, causing the very air to waver inthe
occasiond bright shafts faling through the trees. The stream appeared abruptly beyond aline of bushes,
running happily above its bed of rock and stone, spreading into a pool at the point we met it. | did from
my kan and bent to the clear blue gurgling below the bank, drank my fill, then stood and waited while my
mount did the same. The undisturbed quiet of theforest filled me with great pleasure and alarge messure
of cam, both of which were welcome to one with many thoughts racing about within. | paced astep or
two farther about the pool, considering it apity | had not the time to bathe-then stopped with hand to
sword and looked quickly about. There was sign at the pool, unexpected sign, and no longer did the
forest seem serene.

A hunter must be one with her surroundings, and Midannawere hunters aswell aswarriors. Again |
tested what little wind there was, read the lellin song with sharpened ear, sought narrow-eyed for unusua
movement. | took hand from hilt and again examined the sign upon the ground. Two had stopped &t the
pool no more than a pace from where | sood, one having had aleather sack within which was thrust
various herbs, some which hedled, some which flavored provender. The sack lay whereit had been
dropped, amid signs of abrief struggle, whereafter they who had knelt beside the poal to drink had been
carried off. No indication of spilled blood marred thetrail, therefore were those who had been carried off
either taken alive or ended bloodlessly. The matter was no true concern of mine, yet isit wiseto refrain
from beginning ajourney before being aware of that which may come behind. Again | looked about
narrow-eyed, to be sure none awaited me unseen, then dowly followed the clear trail before me.

More deeply into the woodswas | led, at one point seeing that those | followed had halted briefly for
some unknowable reason. Still did the ground sign indicate adouble burden for each, and neither had put
asdethat burden. My pace, though cautious, was faster than theirs; the sign quickly grew fresher and
more recent, necessitating even greater caution. When the birdsong all about stilled to occasiona
twittering and leaf-tirring | began to edge forward with no sounds of my own, quickly coming upon a
point where words were to be heard, sounds alone with no meaning. Behind the word-sounds were
whimperings and weepingsin higher voices, confirming the tale the ground sign had given hint of: those



who spoke were male, those who wept female. Another three pacestook meto the very edge of a
sizable clearing, wherein stood and lay more folk than | had anticipated. The thickened brush hid me
eadly from their eyes, yet were their words now whally intelligible.

" ... Onenesssurdy providesfor thosein need,” said one, alarge, light-haired male wrapped in brown
body cloth. He, like the other three males he spoke with, wore sword and dagger and no further
coverings, and stood |ooking down with amusement upon the two Sigurri femaeslying bound at their
feet. The femaleswore hip coverings, onein yelow, onein green, yet were their breasts as open to the
ar asmine, showing them to be free females of the lowest levels. They squirmed about in the leather
which bound them wrist and ankle, unable to free themsalves, anguished at their capture yet helplessto
do other than weep.

"These two would have seen more adequately to our needs at the beginning of our hunt,” said asecond, a
male with hair asred as Mehrayn's, casting an annoyed glance toward the largest knot of malesin the
clearing. "With the easing of their wounds, they begin to look upon our captures with an eye toward
sharing. They seem unacquainted with the laws under which welive."

"And with their numbers greater than ours, it seems unlikely that we shdl be able to adequatdly instruct
them," said thefirgt, sourly. "1 for one, however, having travelled so far with so little to show for it, have
no intention of giving over that which ismine. Should they wish wenches of their own, they may hunt for
them aswe have."

"They claim the status of warriors, and therefore fed themsel ves exempt from the need to hunt,” said a
third, amae aslight-haired as the first, whose tone was as sour as the other's. "By the blessing of the
Serene Oneness, we now have wenches enough for ourselves; | will no more share mine than Ramsarn
will share his. How do you mean to seeto this, Gengan?"

"I know not," sighed the red-haired male, he who had been named Gengan. "Were it possible to take the
wenches and depart unnoticed, | would do so immediately. And yet those warriors are cousinsto us, far
from their homes and wounded from the battle which was joined with those of the dark god'slegions.
May we in honor abandon them in their need, when they have done no more than look upon our
wenches? How might we face the Serene Onenessin prayer, if wewereto. . . "

"Ho, Gengan, bring them closer so that we may al seethem,” called amale from the scowled-upon knot,
stepping forward with two others close upon his heds. A full five handsin number were these other
males, al marked with wounds from recent battle, six of their number so badly taken that they lay
unmoving upon pelts with othersin attendance upon them. The four who had spoken not far from me
turned toward the male who had shouted, little of friendlinessto be seen in the movement.

"Wewill be pleased to share sight of our good fortune with you, Nobain," said this Gengan, an easy
heartinessto be heard in hisvoice. "The Serene Oneness has smiled upon us and we now have Six
wenches, one for each man of our hunting pack. We six need never wench-hunt again.”

"Y ou are men to be envied, Gengan,” returned the male called Nobain, adeeknessto histone ashe and
the others watched the fetching of the new femaes. The two werelifted from where they lay and carried
into the center of the clearing, where they were again placed upon the grass. The four males stepped
back so that the others might see the females, and a murmur of appreciation arose from the larger s, dl
of whom wore body cloths of gray. It had become clear that these were of the force which had done
battle with Mehrayn and his maes, aremnant which had run dishonorably. Sharply did my lip curl at
thought of such cowardice, yet were these males, after al, with little else to be expected. All gray-clad
males able to move rose to stand with theinitid three, and much did their gazes show the hegt of their
desire.



"These newest arefully as pleasing to the eye asthose others,” said the male Nobain, stepping forward to
look down upon the femal es before raising his gaze to the males who stood above their captives. "Asthe
Serene Oneness has seen fit to bless you o, surely you will not refuse to share your good fortune with
those less fortunate, eh, cousin? We seek no more than their usetill we part, and then they will again be
yoursadone Solittleathing. . ."

"The lawsforbid it!" snapped the male Ramsarn, the harshness of hiswaords cutting across the speech of
Nobain, hisfeaturestwisted in fury. "No man may take the woman of another, save that the other alows
it! Y ou enter battle in the name of the Serene Oneness, man! Do hislaws mean naught to you?"'

"We enter battle in the name of the Serene Oneness so that you and those like you might befreeto
wench-hunt!" returned this Nobain, hisface cold as his hand caressed the hilt of hissword. "Thelawsdo
indeed say that no man may smply take the use of another man's women, therefore will we now have
your fredy given assent-else shall there be no living men to whom these wenches belong. What say
you?’

Ramsarn stood with hands closed tight, fury in the gaze he sent to Nobain, restrained by the hand of
Gengan upon his shoulder and the clear knowledge that he looked upon the promise of death. Again was
| struck by the strangeness that there were among males those who were unfamiliar enough with the use
of asword that they dared not face otherswith ahilt in their hands, e setheir liveswould be undenigbly
ended. These malesin colored body cloths must give over the use of their captured femaesto thosein
gray, for thosein gray would easily best them. Grestly pleased was| that the dilemmaof the hunting
males was not mineto deal with, for yielding without battle was not countenanced by Midanna. As| had
seen that which | had cometo see | prepared to depart as silently as | had come-and then my gazefell
upon something | had not seen earlier.

At the beginning of the heated words between the males Ramsarn and Nobain, two other malesin
colored body clothes had stepped forward from where they had been, alowing an unobstructed view of
those who lay upon the grass behind them. Clearly were they the previous captures of the hunting males
whom | had paid no mind-till my gaze had did across them and then been sharply pulled back. One was
afemae of town males such asIdat, the town which had lain benesth the protection of the Hosta before
the Hosta had been taken by the males of Ranistard. Small wasthe femae, as smdl asthe Sigurri
femaes, dso was she covered with cloth from neck to ankles, cloth which was soiled from long, hard
use. Besde her lay aMidanna, one who continued to struggle against the leather which bound her, paying
no heed to the snarls her struggles put in her long, pale hair. Clearly was | able to see that warrior, yet
even had | no more than aglimpse I would have known Ilvin, the Hittawarrior who had so strongly
wished to accompany me on my journey to the city of the Sigurri. | had refused to permit her to
accompany me, yet had she clearly disobeyed and followed without permission, now regping what
disobedience had brought her. Shelay in the capture of males, the reason for which was surely to be
found lying next to her.

Besidellvinlay thelast of the captives, no longer struggling, yet not acquiescent. Two warriors of the
Summawere they, one brown-haired, the other light-haired, yet not so light-haired as [ Ivin. The blue of
their clan coverings was not the blue of the Hitta, but it was difficult to see this beneath the soiling of the
coverings. Only with llvin beside them was it possible to know the difference easily, and the doubt was
surely what had drawn the young Hittawarrior. Had they been her clan ssters she could not have
abandoned them in their capture, and her close gpproach to them had gotten her captured. The Summa
and the town femae had undoubtedly been taken by the hunting maesin Midannalands; 1lvin, hovering
about the city of the Sigurri, awaiting my regppearance, had observed the arrival of the hunters and their
captives, and then had been taken by them. Shame undoubtedly lay heavy on the shoulders of 1lvin, for
none of the maes seemed harmed, as though she had been taken with naught of battle to speak of. That



she had been taken by cause of the presence of Summarather than sster Hittamust truly gdl, for Summa
and Hittawere blood enemies.

| Sghed as| stood hidden among the forest greenery, trying to cool my blazing vexation. Though Ilvin had
earned her present plight through disobedience, how was|, in honor, to leave her to it? And what of
those Summawho lay beside her? Hosta, too, were blood enemies to the Summaand Jalav remained
Hosta, yet was Jdav to claim the leadership of dl Midanna. How was| to stand before the enemy clans
of Midannawith head held high, knowing | had consigned two of their number to davery among maes?
Thetask set to my hand by Midawas clear, yet how was| to abandon my followers? Thetruth of it was
that | could not, no matter that Midawould surely frown upon the added delay. Honorable goa's may not
be achieved through dishonorable means.

The males doings now concerned me, thereforedid | listen closely when the male Gengan stepped
forward.

"Thereislittle e sewe may do save agree,” said he heatedly to the male Nobain. "Y ou and your men may
have use of our wenches, yet must you take care to cause them no harm. It must be clearly understood
that they are ours, Nobain, and may not be kept beyond the time of our parting.”

" Certainly not, Gengan, certainly not," returned the male Nobain, awide grin of pleasuretaking him as
those othersin gray chuckled aoud. "We have little use for wenches savein our furs, therefore shall they
be returned to you at the time of our parting. Now shall we continue on our way, to put a greater
distance between us and those demons of Sigurr. Should they discover us here, so near to their city, we
will none of us have ausefor wenches"

At hisword the other maes dl turned from him, those in gray hurrying to obey, those of the smaller set
reluctantly doing the same. There were opened packs to be closed, provender to be kept or thrown
away, kand to be brought out, wounded to be mounted. With great care | returned as | had come,
reentering the forest and making for the stream where my kan had been I€ft, frustrated that | was not able
merely to step within the clearing and challenge the maes. Their numberswere far too greet for asingle
warrior to attempt, o | could only skulk about, awaiting amoment when the three Midannamight be
freed. That sat badly with me, but it wasdl | might do.

My kan awaited mewhere | had left him, camly cropping the grass beside the stream, my bow lying not
far from where he stood. The herb-gathering bag dropped by the Sigurri femaesdso lay whereit had
been left, and quickly did | takeit up and empty it of what herbs had been gathered. The bag wasalarge
one, and once carefully rinsed within the stream, it did well holding what water | would require on my
new journey. In following the males, | would havelittle time to seek out the ponds and streams of the
forest, which the hesat of the land would cause meto require. Best | carry water with me, and try instead
to free my warriors.

No more than two hands of reckid passed before | was prepared to depart, yet were the males|
followed no different from the balance of their ilk. Nearly ahin wasit before dl were mounted and away,
the wounded tied to their kand, the captive females each ridden before amalein colored body cloth. He
who held Ilvin was the mae Ramsarn, and much did the fury burn high within her that the male dared to
fondle her breasts as they moved with their set through the trees. Her wrists pulled at the leather which
bound her as she struggled, yet did her movement do no more than put agrin upon the face of the male
touching her. Well punished for her disobedience would the warrior Ilvin be, and not soon prepared to
repeat that disobedience.

The hind passed with little save movement to fill them, yet did |, a one point, find a pleasant distraction.
Malesin gray were sent out to hunt, and in that way become mine. One by one | put ashaft in each,



paused only long enough to cut the shaft free, then continued on to the next till dl five had been eft for the
children of the wild. In such amanner did | reduce the number of those to be faced, and aso bring
hunger to those who remained. That Midannawarriors rode with them mattered not; Midannawarriors
would sooner hunger than take provender from their captors.

Darkness was perhgps a hin from settling when the maes found a clearing to their liking and called a halt
to thetravels of the fey. The disappearance of the five maes| had dain had been noted, yet more with
annoyance than with apprehension. The male Nobain shouted his males about, filled with great anger, yet
was hisanger relieved in large part when anilno bolted through the clearing in greet fright, only to be
brought down by the shafts of two of the maes. Their good fortune brought much laughter to them, but |
saw inthisan indication of Midas displeasure. The maleswould feed well despite my attemptsto the
contrary, retaining their strength and vigilance. Not soon would | find myself ableto free my Midanna,
and grestly did | chafe at the delay. Thelonger | kept from my task, the greater would grow the anger in
Midayet | could not leave my present attempts.

When | returned to the clearing the males had chosen after seeing to my kan, the nilno had been skinned
and set upon alarge spit to roast. Two of the maesin gray turned the spit, inattentively however. Slently
I moved through the line of males guarding the camp, approached as near as| might, and then was able
to see what held their attention. Asthe travels of the fey were done and the provender not yet ready, the
maeswere amusing themsaveswith their captives.

Thewhimpers of the two Sigurri femaes and the town female reached mewhere| crouched at the edge
of the clearing, no sound save struggle coming from the three Midanna. All six had been brought to the
center of the clearing by gray-clad maes, thosein colored body cloths following sullenly after. The six
captives struggled againgt the strength of the maleswho held them as they were brought before the male
Nobain. Helooked with great pleasure upon them, only turning as the male Gengan addressed him.

"Y our word was given that no harm would come to our wenches," said Gengan, the others of hismales
diffly astand at hisback. "Isthisthe manner in which your word is kept, Nobain?*

"Indeed do | seek to keep my word," said Nobain, grinning. " These wenches must serve alarge number
of men this darkness, therefore must they be prepared for sustained eagerness. Y ou who use them first
will have no more eagerness than those who use them last.”

"Y our words hold no meaning for us" sngpped Ramsarn, hewho had held Ilvin before him. "If we areto
use our wenchesfirg, for what reason have they been brought before you? Are you so foolish asto think
we shdl perform here, for your edification and entertainment?”

"Y ou need not tremblein fear a thought of lost privacy, man,” Nobain replied laughingly, despite
Ramsarn'sanger. "I have had the wenches brought here so that they might be treated before your use of
them. Such treatment will enhance the pleasure of your own use aswdl as ours, and asthe wenches are
yours, you men may do the honors."

"We would know what-trestment you speek of," said Gengan, eyeing the small leather sack which was
then being given to Nobain. "There are few enough wenches about in these parts, that to harm these
would he. . ."

"This sack contains asave made from the bulb of the gimba plant,” said Nobain, as he held the leather
sack high. "When once these wenches have had it spread within them, they will desire no more than the
use of men. Thisdesrewill last for hind, and will alow each of ustheir eager use without their tears of
attempted refusal. Would you prefer instead that they be taken till they wept?'

The three city fema es seemed to know naught of the gimba plant, for city femaes aso knew naught of



the sthuvad drug used by warriors. From the gimba plant was our sthuvad drug derived, that drug which
made it possible to use amale captive over and over again without loss of strength. Never had | heard of
asdve having been made fromiit, that might extend its use to females. My left hand closed about my
sword hilt where | crouched; agesture as usel ess as the anger which gripped me. One done could do
naught against so many, no more than remain in place and witness the degradation of Ssters.

"My men will hold the wenches the while you men apply the slve," said Nobain to thosein colored body
cloths, hisgrin remaining strong. "Once they are benegath the sway of the salve, you may take them for
lm"

"Y ou are generousto dlow usthe salving of our own wenches," said Gengan, sardonicdly. "This
generosity is unexpected. For what reason are you so eager to see us perform the task?”

"Why, man, merely for the reason that the wenches are yours," replied Nobain, with feigned innocence,
"What other reason might there be? Take the salve now and apply it, for we others would have our turns
as soon as may be."

"I think not," said Gengan, his decison joined grimly by the others. "We know not what you are aboui,
Nobain, and we refuse to be gulled.”

"I am merely about an attempt at having this salve applied,” said Nobain. "Asit must be applied, who is
todoitif youwill not?'

"We care not!" spat Ramsarn, as the males nodded with him. " Should you find the doing so necessary,
you may doit!"

"An excdlent suggestion!" said Nobain a once, great laughter having taken him. "As| have your fredy
given permission, | shdl do that very thing. Seeto their positioning, men. "

Themaesin gray who held the captives gave voice to laughter of their own, the while they prepared the
captives they held as they were commanded. Gengan and Ramsarn and the others, filled so greatly with
fury that their skin paled, alowed themsalves to be put to one side with no further words, knowing they
had indeed been gulled. 1t had been in the mind of Nobain that they would not be permitted to touch their
own captives, yet had he accomplished the doing without resort to sword threat. Their own suspicions
had brought the males down, yet they saw the doing as other than their own. Now the male Nobain, had
other things of greater interest to occupy his attention.

Each of the captives had been put to her knees, wrists bound tightly behind, head bent to the ground by
thefig tight in her hair. The mae Nobain took himsdif first to the town female, clearly amused ashe
indicated that her long covering was to be raised. Whimpering quickly became protests of shock, yet was
the town female unable to keep hersdlf from being bared. The large hand of the mae who held her
stroked her bottom, causing her to voice agitated cries, and then did her cries sharpen to fear. Themale
Nobain had aso put ahand to her, first having put the fingers of that hand within the sack he held. With
screams and weeping did she atempt to didodge him from her body, over and again twisting herself
about; he, with deep laughter, thrust yet farther into her, the hand of the other male aiding him to retain his
place. Sowly did he stroke about in her and as dowly withdrew, and then did he turn from her and took
about himsdf.

With purposeful steps did he approach the Summa, gazing from one bared bottom to the other, deeply
amused that no sound came from the females. Struggle there was aplenty yet no sound, even asthey
were touched, first the darkhaired warrior, then the light. Their bodies each twisted about with the effort
to rid themsalves of him, yet were they no more successful than the town femae. Each wasfilled well
with the contents of the leather sack, and then were the Sigurri femal es approached.



The clearing il rang with the screams of the two Sigurri femaes asthe male Nobain at last reached [lvin.
The heat in his gaze was clear even in thefading light of thefey, and with much rdish did he stroke his
hand all about her, causing her to move in fury where she had been knelt. Her movement and fury caused
greater amusement in the male, and much was she touched before his hand again dipped into the |eather
sack.

"You aretruly to be congratulated, Ramsarn,” said Nobain, as he delved deep within afurioudy thrashing
[lvin, "This one has great spirit, so grest that aman is chalenged to tame her. Think you shdl find it
possible to master her?!

Bared teeth flashed briefly in the face of the male Ramsarn, the single forward step he had taken hated
by the hand of Gengan upon his shoulder. Still were the males unwilling to face those who were
gray-clad, even in the face of the laughter to be heard from Nobain.

"One such as she must be taught aproper fear of men," said Nobain withdrawing from Ilvin and handing
the leather sack to another. " Such teaching brings great amusement to one who does not himself fear the
wench. For what reason have you not yet taught this wench to fear you, Ramsarn?’

"The wench has been minelessthan onefull fey," said the male Ramsarn, with agrowl. "Should | wish
her fear | shdl haveit, aseasily asany other man!”

"The Serene Oneness teaches that we are to seek respect from our wenches, not fear," said the male
Gengan cautioudy, perhaps more to Ramsarn than Nobain. "Are weto liken oursel ves to the followers of
the beast god, those who will have naught save fearful service from their wenches? Are we not far better
than they, in that we follow the teachings of one greater than their god?"

"Arewe not men asthey are, with hungerslike theirswhich must be fed?' returned Nobain, sharply. "As
we follow the true god, who may say that our desires are not his? Does he not know our desires, does he
not know our beliefs and needs? Were these desires, beliefs and needs contrary to his wishes, would we
have been accepted to raise sword in his name? It is you who follow afase path, man, and we who truly
know our god, as he knows us! No true man will have respect from his wench, when he may, instead,
have her fear! Should he be able to have her fear."

Again did the gaze of Nobain fal upon the male Ramsarn, amale who seemed filled with lessreason
even than other males. With the eyes of the gray-clad mae upon him his chin rose high, and sharply clear
was the set of hisjaw.

"l am able to have the fear of any wench,” said Ramsarn, "even awench such asthat. | shal take her
now, and teach her deep fear."

"Sheisnot yet able to appreciate the lesson,” said Nobain, avictorious glance at Gengan. At Ramsarn's
words Gengan had |eft hisformer males sde, to stand tiffly silent with the others of hismales, all
stepping back from the male Ramsarn, who had chosen the stand of the gray-clad ones. "When once the
salve hasthrown her into afrenzy of need," said Nobain, "her fear will be degp and complete upon
redizing that it isyou she must look to for relief. Should you be uncertain, the place you must enter her is
here"

Amid the loud, howling laughter of the gray-clad males, Nobain again put ahand to Ilvin, again causing
her to throw hersdlf about. Ramsarn, deeply shamed before his men, threw himsalf forward with hand to
hilt, clearly intent upon battle. Deeply flushed was the face of Ramsarn as his sword began to clear his
scabbard, foolish, mindless rage blinding his eyes to the doings of Nobain. The second mae had drawn
at thefirst rushing steps of the other, and swiftly, before Ramsarn might raise his blade, legped forward
and cut the head from the first male. Degp red blood fountained into the deep red of the end of fey'slight,



and Ramsarn's body fell to Mida's sweet ground, soon to be onewith it.

"The fool should have heeded the wisdom of your words, Gengan, and kept his blade sheathed,” said
Nobain, sparing no whit of attention for the other, deeply shocked mae. "His unprovoked attack merely
ended hislife-and lft thislovely wench ungpoken for. | shdl have to seeto her mysdf.”

The gray-clad males chuckled as Nobain wiped the smears from his sword upon the unmoving thigh of
he who had been Ramsarn, then sheathed the weapon. Even |, who knew full well the lack of honor to
be found among males, could scarcely credit the doings of the leader. Full clear had it been that the male
Ramsarn could not have faced Nobain and been victorious; the youngest of my warriorswould easily
have fared better. No more than daughter had the action been, Nobain cravenly refusing to face the other
malein honest battle even for the brief moment Ramsarn would have stood against him. | gazed upon this
male caled warrior with hand closed tight about sword hilt, nearly ill with the need to ask hislife of Mida,
yet was there [ lvin and the Summato consder. Little pleasure would have cometo me, were |l given
Nobain'slifeat the cost of llvin's.

In the moments| frothed in hel pless rage, the craven Nobain had returned to 1lvin. Well was one ableto
seethat it was she he had coveted, and for that reason had lured and dain the other male. Rardly did
warriors bare blades over amae among the Midanna, for even amae who choseto follow agiven
warrior was shared among clan sisters when desire arose. Often had Midanna been caled barbaric, yet
never had | seen so barbaric athing astwo maes at sword's point over asingle femae. The doing was
entirely beyond reason, athing to curl the lip of any warrior who witnessed it.

At agesture from Nobain, llvin was straightened upon her knees and turned about, so that she might see
the remains of the male who had first claimed her. Nobain watched closely as my warrior looked about in
great anger, something of asmileturning hislips, and then did he take asingle step forward.

"Asyou can see, wench," said he, "you have now become mine. Through battle prowess have | won you,
and therefore shall you give me whatever pleasure | demand.”

"Battle prowess," said llvin with asnort of disdain. "Ever have | seen greater battle prowess even among
our warriors-to-be. Should you wish to prove battle prowess, face meinstead-if you dare.”

"Y ou think to escape me by falling to my blade?" asked Nobain, greatly amused. "No, wench, you shdl
not escape my use, the use you will soon bein dire need of. When that need comes upon you, you will
know me for your master; you will beg then, and pray | grant your pleading, yet perhaps| shall not. |
may perhaps alow you to bear your need without relief, and only when it has passed put you to my use.

Y ou will then, perhaps, speak more respectfully to your master.”

Again did Ilvin make asound of contempt, yet had Nobain dready turned from her to look upon thosein
colored body cloths. The males stood dl in aclump, silent and unmoving as though they, too, had taken
the edge of ablade. The touch of Nobain's gaze seemed to draw their attention yet did they make no
effort to speak before him. This he noted with asmile of satisfaction, then gestured to the others of the
captivefemales.

"Firgt use of thosewenchesisyours, | believe," said he, full pleased with the silent, fear-filled attention he
had from those he so clearly looked down upon. ™Y ou will need to spend very few reckid upon them
before you are able to take them to your furs, for the salve touches quickly. When once you have finished
with them, you will then be responsible for the preparing of the nilno, which my men and | mean to take
part of at the end of our-entertainment. Be very sure our provender is not alowed to burn.”

Coarse laughter sounded about the clearing, low yet speaking well of the consternation felt by the hand of
malesin colored body cloths. Had they wished it, they might have drawn the blades hung at their Sdes,



yet no other choice had they been given save, perhaps, to die. Wariors, in their place, would have
chosen the glory of death in battle much the sooner, yet these males had not the stuff of warriorswithin
them. | knew not what use those males might be of in any manner save asthe very davesthey emulated,
yet was not surprised to learn that they would continue to be allowed the use of their captives. Males
have afondness for daves, most especidly ones which need not be faced before they might be chained.

The cheeks of the maesin colored body cloths flushed as they dowly began making their way toward
the captive females. They had been commanded to hest their respective females before the eyes of the
gray-clad males, yet did they seem hesitant and unsure, as though they anticipated failure. Those who
halted before the Summa seemed even further taken aback, for the two warriors looked upon them with
deep contempt. He called Gengan had gone to the town fema e, who remained covered in cloth from
neck to ankles, whimpering, yet had she begun to move about where she knelt, as though in growing
discomfort benegth the cloth.

"No," shewhispered, looking upward yet shrinking back where she kndlt. "Gengan, you are a man of
sengitivity and patience and understanding; you cannot mean to degrade me as those mongters ask! Y ou
must find aplace of privacy for usasyou have previoudy done, and there | will giveyou al you desire.
Y ou will not need to ask, not limit your appetites, nor even consder my wishesin the matter. | will be
yoursentirey!"

"S0, you have previoudy begged her favors, eh, Gengan?' said Nobain, again bringing laughter to his
males and the flush of shameto the victim of hiswords. "Have you never been told that a man requires
naught of consent from awench? Have you never been shown how easily the heat may be raised in the
center of one such as she? Perhaps | speak idly, for perhaps you have not yet even had the bit. Have you
tasted her?"

"Sheisnow my woman, and | have done with her what aman ever does with hiswoman,” replied
Gengan, his speech giff with insult. "That | have dso acted as the Serene Oneness demandsis no shame,
rather isit an example you and your-warriors would do well to emulate. The pleasure brought aman
thereby cannot be equalled.”

"I do not doubt that such pleasure cannot be equaled,” returned Nobain, till amused. "What man, used
to far greater pleasure, would seek to lessen his enjoyment? There are those, | am told, who find
unmatched blissin congtant denia, however. Isit possible, Gengan, that you are one such asthat?!

"Blessed is he who seeks consent from hiswoman!" shouted the male Gengan, fists clenched and color
high at the raucous laughter which surrounded him. " Should awoman be taken against her wishes, the
Serene Oneness will frown upon the man's efforts and give him no response from her! Y ou who have
never had true response cannot know the unmatched qudity of it!"

"| believe the quality you speak of consgts entirely of whining, complaints and denid,” said Nobain with a
snort of derision, folding hisarms as he looked upon the other male. " Already have you had the woman
deny you, for you were to have warmed her, not merely approached her. The Serene Oneness sneers
upon amale who fearsto intrude upon the will of a use wench, and clearly do you show yoursdlf to be
one who has earned his disapproval. See now the doings of one who has been smiled upon.”

A nod from Nobain brought agray-clad male forth, one who was large and light-haired, and who smiled
inanticipation. A wide hand in the chest of Gengan brusgquely pushed the other male asde, and then was
the gray-clad one astand before the town female. The female whimpered in fear and shook her head as
shelooked upward at thislarger male, then did she attempt to cringe back when he crouched before
her.



"l beg you not to touch me before dl these men!" she blurted at once, her voice uneven and filled with
great trembling. ™Y ou must take one of those others, instead, for they are shamdessand far lessthan|.
They are disgusting aswell, and will surely squirm in greet pleasure a your touch, which | shdl not. You
may do no more than force yourself upon me, which | shal accept if itisdonein privacy. Surely you
would prefer the use of awoman of qudlity in private, to her uselesshumiliationin public? It isclear there
are few women of quality in thisarea; do you not covet the freely given use of one?’

The femaelooked anxioudy upon the male, clearly believing she might barter her use, clearly caring
naught for her Sster captives, yet were her foolish hopes dashed when the male chuckled.

"There are no more than two quditiesto be found in wenches," said he, reaching toward the cloth
covering thelegs of the female. "There are those wenches aman wishes to use, and those he does not.
All else matters not in the least, no more than the wishes of the wench hersdlf. So you have never
squirmed in pleasure, eh, wench?!

"No, do not bare me so!" choked the fema e, attempting to back upon her knees, yet were her words as
useless as her attempted movement. All within the clearing, the femae captives aswell asthe males,
watched with interest asthelarge, light-haired male raised the fema€'s covering well above the center of
her thighs, then put his hands to the fastenings of the upper part of her garment. Amid many "Ohhh'd™ of
mortification were her breasts reveded, large and firm and scarcely a shame to be hidden beneath cloth.
The oddness of town maeswas easily matched by their females; despite the fact that her sister captives
were equaly as bare-breasted, the fema e writhed and sobbed in humiliation with the thrusting back of
the cloth covering her. The male Gengan continued to stand with fists clenched, yet had his gaze been
drawn to those breasts. When the hands of the light-haired male touched them, drawing aragged gasp
from the female as her flesh hardened, the maein colored body cloth wet hislipswith histongue and
rubbed hard at his body with one hand, clearly unaware of the grimace which covered hisface.

Sow moments passed as the town femal e suffered her breasts to be touched, her humiliation keen, yet
not so keen that she was able to remain perfectly unmoving. When, at last, she was forced to shift where
shekndt, her earlier discomfort increasing, the mae who crouched before her took his hands from her
breasts and grasped her thighs.

"You areawench | careto use," said he, forcing her thighswider before putting ahand to her. "First |
will see you squirm, and then | will hear you beg.”

Again coarse laughter sounded as the fema e gasped with widening eyes, her body greeting theintruson
of the male in amanner she had not expected. Much did it seem that she had intended to remain
unmoving in her shaming, yet did sheimmediately begin twisting about in response to the touch upon her.

"No-do not-l cannot bear it!" she gasped, wide-eyed and bent nearly double above the hand between
her thighs, her bound arms attempting to battle the leather which held her. "Thefire-it burns so high-it
grows from naught and consumes me-No! Y ou may not do thisl No!"

"I may not touch you s0?" asked the male before her, greatly amused. "1 may not tickle about your
softness and rub awake the warmth? Very well, then, | shall cease.™

With afina touch did the mae then withdraw his hand from her, yet was the gesture scarcely the comfort
expected by the femae. Now her need had grown high, and quickly did it grow even greater. Thefemde
continued to move as though touched deeply by amale, in shock descended and dishdlief.

"It will not cease!" she choked, writhing where she kndlt, unaware of the laughter about her. "I cannot
bear it asitis, and still it rises! | must be eased, | shall dieif | am not eased! Please, | must be eased!™



"Y ou squirm well for onewho will not squirm,” observed the male before her, again touching her breast.
"Y ou have squirmed, and now you must beg. Beg to be used, wench, beg to be used here, upon thisvery

spot.

"l beg to be used!" screamed the female, seared to her soul by the flames rising within her, throwing her
body about in mindless madness. "1 beg to be used here, now, at once, | begit! Please, | shall dieif | am
not used!”

The male'slaughter came slent amid the screams of the female as he straightened from his crouch and
reached to hisbody cloth, yet did aform suddenly appear from the lengthening shadows to thrust him
aside as he had earlier thrust aside another. That other was Gengan, body cloth aready opened, and
swiftly did hefdl upon the town female, throw her to her back, and thrust degp within her. The screams
of the female beat againgt the ears of al within hearing, anerve-tearing sound in the desperation of it, yet
was he who had been thrust aside unaffected by it. The maé'slipsdrew back in asnarl of rage, hisfist
clenched tight as his body moved toward the wildly pummeling Gengan; however hefirst glanced toward
his leader. Nobain showed deep satisfaction with the doings of Gengan, and disapprova for the anger of
his male. Gengan was not to be halted in hisdoing, and though the maein gray grew angrier ill, he
made no further movement toward the other.

Much had | hoped that I might somehow find the males so deeply taken with their pleasure that they, too,
might be taken, yet wasthe hope an idle one. All of the captives, the sneering Summa, proud Ilvin, the
two Sigurri femaes, al were soon writhing to the urgings of the salve placed within them, the Sigurri
screaming wildly, the Midanna softly moaning. Though Nobain had spoken of leaving Ilvin untouched in
her need, he quickly found himself unable to deny the need of his own body amidst the use of the other
captives. llvin writhed dowly at hisfeet, eyes closed and body aflame, aware of naught save the agony
shefought usdesdy againgt, and the male was able to bear the sght of her no longer. Swiftly did hegoto
his knees above her, inflamed himsdlf even more grestly with the touch of his handsto her body, and then
was he preparing himsdlf to enter her. | looked about, saw that those males not in possession of acaptive
remained dert to that which occurred about them, and abandoned the hope that | might somehow free
my Midanna. Reluctantly yet with greet relief, | left my place among the bushes and shadows and
returned to where | had |eft my kan tethered.

A low whicker greeted my arriva, and | went to stroke my kan, at the same time attempting to still the
wildly raging thoughtsfilling my head. My hand ached for the hilt of my sword, the need for spilling blood
was ataste in my mouth which thickened my tongue, and calm wasimpossible. To beforced to leave my
warriors as captives to males! To be unable to free them though I, mysdlf, rode free and armed!

| turned from my kan and began stalking about, as helplessto halt the motion as to cease heaping abuse
upon my own head. Upon learning that Midannawarriors were held captive to males, | had made the
decison that | would see them freed; much good had the decision done them, as much asthought I, too,
were bound beside them. Had | had even three or four warriors to stand with me, | would have attacked;
to stand alone againgt such numbers would have meant certain death. Patience was necessary; | must
await what came. Perhaps, should Mida desire strongly enough that | continue on with the task she had
given me, the assistance of her aid might well be forthcoming. With Mida'said my sword aonewould
auffice, and welcome indeed would be the sight of enemy blood upon its edges.

Although frustrated, | found a hunter's calm, enough so that | might return to my kan for acut of the small
matrig | had dain and skinned during the fey'sride. The greatest part of the heat had fled with Mida's
light, leaving behind a pleasant cool breeze. | sat before the tree which stood nearest my kan, took a
tasty mouthful of raw matrig, then leaned back to chew. Many of the words of the males had confused
me ever snce | had first begun traveling among males.



Both the male Nobain and the male Gengan had spoken of their god and yet, had they not caled that god
by the same name, one might easily have believed they discussed two entities rather than one. Each saw
hisgod as being like unto himsdlf, the one seeing diffidence and hating uncertainty, the other seeing
aggression and impatient insstances. How it was possible for each to see so different athing | knew not,
nor even thewhy of their views differing so greatly from those of Cerdt and his brothers. Those maes,
too, paid homage to that which was caled the Serene Oneness, yet were Ceralt and his brothers unlike
those who had once been Sigurri. Was he as Midaand Sigurr, this Serene Oneness, or in some manner
entirely unlike them? Again and again was my path entwined with that of those who followed this Serene
Oneness, maeswho brought pain to warriors both from without and within. Thelash and dave chainsin
Bdlinard, capture and the lash in Ranistard, shaming and capture with Cerdt among his Belsayah-all
more easly withstood than those fedings drawn forth by Cerdt and the memory of hisarms. Wise indeed
had Mida been to deny al maesto her Midanna save those who were taken for use. Best would beto
avoid them entirely, yet how was that poss ble when three Midannanow lay in the clutches of yet another
st of them?

No more than abite was | eft to the cut of matrig | held, therefore did | swallow down the urgeto rid
mysdlf of it and swallow down the matrig aswdll. Littleaid would | beto Ilvin and the Summawerel to
become light-headed from lack of provender, and though | had been unable to keep them from the agony
of unnatural use, there were many feyd of travel yet before the maes. | was sure an opportunity would
cometo free the three Midanna. | rose to my feet and went to drink abit of the water | carried, thinking
only of the opportunity which would come, naught of that which was then being done to three bound
warriors.

CH 2. The new task-and the dishonor of cowards

The new fey was bright and golden, shining through the green of the fores, filled with the joy of
continuing life for al save those who rode as captives to maes-and she who followed. Though | had been
loath to witness the continuing shaming of my warriors, | visted the camp of the males again, seeking an
opportunity to free my sigters, only to find that the guard malesremained dert and the captiveslay ina
motionless stupor, no more than occasional moans to be heard from those who had been used so
harshly. Easly might | have dit the throats of those who stood guard, sending them one by oneto Mida's
chains; had Ilvin and the Summa been capable of movement of their own, quickly would | have done so.
With my Midannaasthey were, however, the daying of the maeswould have done no more than dert
the others, so | had to return clean-bladed to my own camp, where the sharp movements of my fury
would only be heard by the children of thewild.

The new light had brought awakening to the camp, and agreat look of pleasure to the maes. With much
laughter did they speak of their prowess to the darkness, few caring that the town femae and Sigurri
fema eswept raggedly, the three Midanna silent yet with blood-fury in their eyes. Gengan sat apart from
his males, |ooking defeated, speaking to none and none speaking to him. The other maesin colored
body cloth had done much as Gengan had, yet did they cluster one near the other, speaking in low tones,
attempting to laugh asfredy and fully asthey in gray body cloths. Gengan a one seemed taken in some
manner; though | knew not what ailed the male, Nobain looked upon him with knowing eyes, and smiled
hissmileof triumph.

When dl in the camp had been fed and the balance of the nilno packed away with the other possessions
of the set, the males moved on. Again were the captives ridden before certain of the males, yet were
these males of Nobain's set rather than those of Gengan. The maesin colored body cloths didiked the
loss of their captives, yet none would speak of the matter to his own sdlf, and Gengan spoke not at all.
The maerode donein the midst of those who were gray-clad, seemingly heedless of dl that occurred
about him. 1lvin rode with no other than Nobain, the constant, grating presence of his hands upon her



bringing an unheard growl to her movements.

The light was not yet at its highest when Nobain chose three of his maesto ride from the sat. It was not
possible to hear what words were spoken to them, yet was | able to see their nods of agreement, and the
manner in which each took a different direction. The hunters of the fey previous had not chosen separate
pathstill after they had |eft the set, but that seemed unimportant. The balance of the nilno would feed the
st at light's highest, yet would the heat turn any unfed-upon rancid and inedible after that. The set
required afresh kill for the darkness, one | meant to see they did without. With grim pleasurel, too,
turned from the path of the set, and sought the trail of those who had ridden e sewhere.

Much did the hesat of the fey touch me with the dickness of swest as| rode through the forest, following
thetrack of thefirst of the three. The male rode with little care, looking only for provender, heedless of
predators. Much sign wasthere dl about that lenga prowled those woods, causing me to keep bow in
hand and shafts within easy reach, yet the male either saw not or cared not. Large was the lenga, and
beautiful eveninthe eyesof thoseit hunted, itslong, silky fur highly prized by males of town and cities;
neverthdesswasit swift and terrible in attack, its claws and teeth difficult to avoid, often taking down
those who hunted it even asit died. The male who rode some distance before me had strung his bow, yet
wasit across his back rather than in his hand, easily reached should prey be sighted, not so easily
reached should he become prey. Many males were foolsin the forest, | knew, and these gray-clad males
appeared to be greater fools than most.

Movement ahead of the male caught his attention; he reached for his bow, but his prey was quickly gone,
leaving him with bow in hand and naught to do with it save grasp itswell-bound grip. Angrily, then, did
the mae put heelsto hiskan, sending it forward again in search of that which would stand and hold its
placetill ashaft reached it; instead did my shaft reach his back, knocking him from hislegther seat asthe
lifeflew from himwith agrunt.

Startled, his kan legpt away into the forest as he who had been of Nobain's set lay face down and
unmoving, the red seeping out to cover him, the shaft | wished the return of standing unbroken from his
flesh. That the deed | performed was distasteful was of no moment; sooner would | have faced each of
the maleswith swords, yet | had not the time to offer them mock warrior courtesy. They, being males
and naught of the true warrior sort, would have soiled the gesture, likely angering Midayet further. | did
from the back of my kan and tied it to atree. Best would be to reclam my shaft quickly, before the scent
of spilled blood drew the lengato the place, then continue on to the next target for my bow.

| crouched beside the dain male and applied my dagger to the flesh about my shaft, digging deep to free
the metd head, attempting to work as quickly as| might. A lengascreamed not far off, voicing its hunger
and boasting of its presence upon the hunt, and | shook my head with impatience.

"Nestly done," said avoice from very near, causing meto look up quickly up. A male stood with drawn
sword less than two paces from me, one of the remaining two who had been sent from the set by
Nobain. Not so tal as otherswas this male, yet were his shoulders and chest broad, hisarmsfirmly
muscled, hisbody prepared for attack. Light of hair and eye was he aswdll, the light eyes of him happily
taking mein.

"Morethan neetly done," said he, glegfully, hispoint not far from mewhere | crouched. "Follow &fter,
plant a shaft, retrieve the shaft, then continue on to the next. The beasts of the forest will see to the body,
and should the remains be found afterward, there will be no indication of attack. Nobain thought the
others deserters, yet did he clearly do them an injustice. They did not desert, they died, and had | not
been set to watch the two who hunted for usthis fey, again would we have been mided.”

The male chuckled at his own words as though he discussed the fate of those who were his enemies



rather than brothers. His gaze continued to move al about me, seemingly pleased and amused at that he
saw.

"It was clearly the will of the Serene Onenessthat certain of usloseour lives" said themde, "and yet are
we to be compensated for that |oss. Though the loss was small, no more than men clumsy enough to fall
to afemale, the compensation will be truly sweet. It amuses me to see awench draped in aweapon of
men, nevertheless shall you remove that swordbelt and step away fromit, leaving the dagger aswell. |
will taste you quickly, and then shdll | take you to Nobain, who will surely find interest in an addition to
our collection. Take yoursdf from that carcass, wench, and do as | have bidden you."

Truly eager wasthe mde for that which he intended, so eager that he stepped the nearer, bringing his
point closer to where | crouched. My dagger moved swiftly in an arc against his blade. | had intended to
drop my dagger and draw my sword, yet the male, far more dert than | had anticipated, jumped
forward, bringing his sword very near. Never before had | faced a sword with adagger, and athough |
again beat asde his sword, the male chuckled. He, aswdll as|, knew | could not long keep myself
untouched with only adagger, but | was not alowed to arm myself further.

Closdly did the male press me as | moved about among the trees and bushes, his point seeking to disarm
rather than day, yet unavoidablefor dl of that. My dagger moved without stop, keeping his sharpened
metal from my flesh, the frustration growing as sharp within me that | was able to do no more than
defend. The hest of the fey brought the moisture forth from my body, rolling it into my eyesto burn there,
but it affected the male as well. Remorsaessness showed from his eyes as he continued to press me,
seeking to strike the dagger from my hand or score my body serioudy enough to disarm me, in no
manner willing to be denied my use, most especidly not by alowing me escape. It was hisintention to
take me as the others had been taken, my intention to keep from being done so. Too often had | been
made dave to them; not again would | be forced to such use, not while breath remained in my body and
grengthin my arm.

A hand of reckid passed with the sword of the male pursuing me, the blade of my dagger flashing
goldenly in the occasiona shafts of light which found their way through the leaves above. | had
discovered the difficulty and strain of constant backing, yet had it proven impossible to merely take a
stand and hold it againgt attack. The blade of the male's sword struck hard against my dagger, causing
both weaponsto sing, his effort an attempt to break my blade and thereby disarm me. The shock of the
contact flared through my arm, causing me to once again curse the strength of males, yet no more than
that occurred. Much did | believe that another weapon would indeed have snapped at the caculatingly
delivered blow, aweapon made by mortal hands and skill; the blade | wielded was goddess-made, and
clearly proof againgt such destruction. The spirit within me soared at the thought, so high that | briefly
attempted attack upon the male, yet was the attempt without possibility of success. My considerably
shorter blade was laughingly struck aside, a sharpened meta blur sprang from my wrist, and again
defense was my sole recourse.

It cameto me of asudden that | no longer moved in Mida's cause, in truth that my actions were contrary
to the most basic beliefs held by Midanna. For one who had been given atask by Midato turn aside
from it to aid others, even ssters, wasto spurn thewill of the goddess. Had | thought Mida angered with
me previoudy, how might she now be considered?

"Might that be congternation to be seen in your eyes, wench?' said the male, laughter in hisvoice ashis
blade snicked close to my middle. "How, you havetill now avoided each tree and bush behind you |
know not, yet do | know that my point is soon to be avoided no more. When that time has come, you
will find agood dedl more than consternation.”

| growled in reply but the male was only amused. Jalav would be hiswhen he triumphed, histo useas he



wished, histo force shame and pain upon in the manner of al of hisilk. Again | struck his point from me,
and then another growl sounded, from athroat other than my own. The mae heard naught, nor did the
scent reach him, the scent which spoke of the nearing presence of alenga Nearly did | whirl from the
male to search the greenery with weapon held before me, yet the dagger would have done naught against
thelenga, evenif | could chance turning my back on the male which | could not. Much did it seem that
Midanow stood with my enemies, as punishment for my disobedience, yet are Midannataught that the
truth of amatter, such asMidaswill, may not be known till thefina blow is struck. Had Midas face
turned from me, | would surely find the final darkness; had it not, the insanity of the ploy which had
suddenly come to me would take the male instead.

Stll fending the mae off, | st my continuing retreat in the direction from which | had heard the growl, the
direction in which the scent of lenga seemed strongest, then did | increase my effortsin the battle and
attempt to take a stand. An abrupt laugh of delight came from the male, he clearly believing that my
strength waned, and in desperation | had launched afind effort. With the foolishness | had hoped for, the
male dlowed the stand, undoubtedly thinking to tire me the sooner and therefore have me the sooner, his
light eyes continuing to move dl about me, his swordarm striking with more and more strength. In some
manner was | able to hold to the dagger and keep his point from my flesh, yet with nearly dl of my
attention elsawhere, | know not how. Amid the growing scent of lengamy ears heard the footfals moving
quickly nearer, the whisper of brush, the panting eagerness, amost even the bunching of silen-covered
muscles. The sound of our scuffling, clanging haf-battle had undoubtedly drawn the hunter, and hunger
quickly sent it into the air with unbelievable speed, the entire mass of itsweight behind the attack. Much
had | believed that | would throw mysdlf from itsflying lunge with conscious effort, for | listened closaly
for the sound of itsleaving the ground; somehow | found myself rolling and ralling through al manner of
grass and branchlings and stones and bushes. The scream of the maerangin my earsas| rolled, chilling
my blood the terror of it, until abruptly the cry ceased. | fetched up againgt alarge bush, drew my sword
with all the speed | possessed, then stood bent over, motionless, as| locked eyes with the lengathat had
ended the battle | had been fated to lose.

The lenga snarled and tore a bloody mouthful from the thigh of the male asit gazed arrogantly toward me,
but the male was well beyond agony. He lay sprawled upon his back, histhroat torn out, looking
shocked even through the blood which covered hisface and hair. The sword which he had wielded with
such gleelay not far from his outstretched arm, its blade gleaming silver in thewarm light, totally
untouched by the blood of his attacker. The lenga had taken its prey without sustaining injury of itsown,
itssnarl haf purr asit tore again into the carcassit rested upon, its gaze clearly chalenging meto come
closer in attack. Faintly | smiled, asking Midain my heart to make the lengaknow the male was my gift
without challenge, then did | dip behind the bush | stood near and quickly take mysdlf from the vicinity,
before the lenga had quieted itsimmediate hunger and turned interested eyes toward other available prey.
In the past | had hunted lenga and had dain them, yet not without spear or bow before they had closed
with me. To dlow alengato closewith you isan action fit only for males, onewhichisindulgedin no
more than once. After that isthe lengaleft, the hunter no more than bones beneath Midas light.

My kan was nearly beside himsdlf with the fear of hunting lenga, and was unableto pull loose from the
tree| had tied him to. | camed him somewhat and then mounted and rode from there, feding greet relief
and something of confusion. Though much of me was bruised from my roll across the ground, and my
back was gouged where the point of the mae had reached me as | threw mysdf fromin front of him,
both the attack of the male and the attack of the lenga had been handily survived. Clearly did Mida's
shield continue to stand firmly before me, and this despite the goddess anger with me. Much had |
doubted that thiswould be s0, and even in the face of it could conceive of no explanation to account for
it. Perhaps Midawas | oath to release me as her chosen, therefore | rode with Mida's blessing, yet could
not consider the blessing unending; best would be to free the captured Midannaas quickly as possible,
before that blessing was no more.



With Midas blessing, then, did | find and follow the track of the third male, one who had not sought prey
which would stland and await the shaft of amighty hunter. A large nilno had fdlen to hisbow, much inthe
same manner that hefell to mine. Thistimewas | able to retrieve my shaft without difficulty, afterward
taking alarge enough cut of the nilno to alow meto feed my fill. The male had hunted so that | might
feed, and this, together with the knowledge of Mida's smile, allowed my spiritstorise.

The baance of the fey was spent in finding the set of the males, they who awaited the return of their
hunters. Asthelight of thefey faded toward darkness, the male Nobain called a hdt to the march, his
shouted words of fury silencing the forest'swinged ones and echoing dl about. The three who had been
sent from the set had not returned, nor had another nilno blundered its way past them; the males had
naught to feed upon save strings of dried mest, the words of shame so easily spoken that a sneer took
me. How isit possible for oneto ride through aforest so bountiful, end with naught upon which to feed,
and then lay the blame at the feet of others? Even weaponless Jdav would have fed, aswould any
Midannawarrior worthy of the name; were there no vinesto usein place of leather, no pitsto be dug
with pointed sticks and covered over with leaves and grass, no rocks to be thrown no branchesto be
fashioned into spears or quarterstaffs? Well did the mae rant and rage dl about himself, calling down the
curse of the Serene Oneness upon those who rode ahead without thought of those they eft behind, and
then was his fury turned upon the captives he held. No more than sixteen males remained who might seek
their use, nevertheless Nobain demanded the use of the gimba salve upon the captives, saying that their
screams and pleadings would take the thought of hunger from dl of hismaes. My hand closed tight about
the hold of my bow, snarling like alenga. With the new light would | follow and day those who were sent
to hunt, and then would | return to the set, seeking stragglers who might be taken one by one. Lessthan
two hands of hale gray-cloths continued to ride, plus those of Gengan's set; were | ableto take the
gray-cloths, thosein colored body cloths would not long stand between me and my Midanna. Thisdid |
vow in slenceto Mida, and did | turn away to seek a camping place of my own.

Again did the maesremain dert during the darkness, therefore did | reluctantly take afew hind of deep
to chase away my weariness. With the new light were the captives roughly shaken awake and dragged
stumbling to those they would ride with; only then wasiit discovered that he named Gengan was no longer
to be found in the camp. That his kan was gone as well kept the males from looking about themsalves,
yet wasit anear thing. Well prepared was| to fall back to keep from being discovered, yet that way |
couldn't note what hunters were sent forth. Nearly did | call down the curse of Mida upon the head of the
male Gengan, he who had used the town female, yet was the effort proven unnecessary. The gray-clad
males shrugged in an uncaring manner over his departure, the malesin colored body cloths seemed
disturbed and uneasy, and all took to their kand and resumed their journey.

Perhaps two hind passed before it became clear that no males would that fey ride out to hunt. | knew not
the reason for such alack; Nobain failed to speak of the matter aloud, and none of the other males
questioned him upon it. With Midaslight at its highest dl partook of the dried string meat which the
males carried, yet none paused to hunt. The town female and two Sigurri femaeswere given smal bits of
the meat when they begged it, yet were the Midanna given naught save gulps from awater skin, these
being forced upon them. 1lvin and the Summa showed no more than hatred and scorn for the males, afar
cry from the groveling the males desired from them, therefore were those three captives sneeringly left
with the hunger upon them. It had not come to the males that Midanna do not feed upon the leavings of
enemies; had they known the truth, they would undoubtedly have given the warriors pain.

Brief indeed was the halt for provender, yet did it seem to bring joy to those in colored body cloths. Low
laughter and eager smiles were theirs upon the resumption of the journey, as though a great burden had
been lifted from them. |, mysdlf, felt no lightening of aburden, for the gray-clad malesrode closeto one
another in their s&t, two by two asthey had not done previoudy, dl dert, al well bunched. My shafts
fairly hummed in their quiver, eager to fly, yet no sensible target presented itself. Midal The fury and



frustration which gripped me then was unspeskable, well nigh to the point of sending me forward with
sword hilt infig, to lay al about at what targets | might reach. The need for the glory of battle gripped me
fiercely; had | not had a Mida-given task before me, had my Midanna not been awaiting my return, were
there not captivesto be freed- So many things bound methat | frothed with near madnessin the chains of
them. To ride free and armed is at times no more than an endavement. A warrior without freedomisa
pitiful thing, one destined for no more than thefina darkness.

The hind of the fey moved by benegth the steadily plodding hooves of the males kand, ponderous and
dow, bringing me agrowing desirefor the arriva of darkness. Thisdarknesswas| determined to do
more than Ssmply await the new light, this darknesswould | see my Midannafreed! When dl of the males
had taken their pleasure and dept, then would | day the guard males and cut the leather from Ilvin and
the Summa, trusting to Midathat | could rouse them. | knew they would follow me to freedom even were
they taken by pain and exhaustion, for they were Midanna. Were| to wait any longer they would be too
weak from hunger so | had to ignore the likelihood of ahunter-light degper among the males. Perhaps,
with Midasad, | could silence any who awoke before he might give thedarm.

Lessthan two hind of light remained to the fey when the forest began somewhat to thin. Rubbled hills
appeared to the west of the males line of travel, areddish-black blot upon the warm greens and browns
all about, asight clearly expected by the maes. Thosein colored body cloths were greetly gladdened by
the sight; they Ieft their placesin the set and rode together to Nobain, who, upon noticing them, hated the
set with one hand upraised.

"This, | believe, isour point of parting, Nobain," said one of the maesin colored body cloth, hiswords
difficult to make out at the distance | was forced to keep. "Asyou and yours mean to turn off at the
caves, my brothersand | must continue on to our city aone. We await only the return of our wenches. "

"Ah, yes, the return of your wenches," said Nobain, smiling broadly at those who sat their kand before
him. "Four wenches, now, that would be. Ramsarn no longer requires awench, and Gengan has taken
himsdlf off to nobler company. Am | correct?’

"Four!" echoed the male in sudden upset, exchanging glances with those three who rode with him. 1, too,
was dismayed, for it seemed that al of my expectations had been dashed. The males would not camp
that darknessas | had anticipated, and IIvin and the Summawould be parted! It would not be difficult to
follow and free the Summa, yet would the Summaride with meto free [lvin? And even should they do
s0, what would await us at the caves of the gray-clad males? More than likely further males of Nobain's
ilk, al eager for the use of I1lvin and the town female, dl prepared to guard them well. My fist closed
tightly about thereins| held, the slent voice of my mind roundly cursing al maesand their doings.

"Four iscorrect,” said another of the maes astand before Nobain. "The others would have been warmly
welcomed in our city and quickly taken as wives by two of those who have no women of their own, yet
arethey properly yoursto dispose of. Should you chooseto sdll them in the city when you are done with
them, their price will be yours. We have no wish to detain you longer; therefore-our wenches?'

The pleading note to be heard within the voice of the male set Nobain to chuckling as he gestured
forward those four who held the spoken-of captives. The gray-clad maes urged their kand to stand

bes de and among the now smiling males of colored body cloths, riding close so that the two Sigurri and
two Summamight be given over with the least amount of difficulty and awkwardness. Eagerly did the
four males reach their arms out toward the captives they had been promised-only to meet the ending of
their lives. Thosein gray who held captives dso held daggers beyond the sight of the four, and used them
with digpatch, the sharpened edgesin sides and backs bringing eterna silence to the four males. The
Sigurri femaes screamed in terror, as did the town femae, yet the malesin gray were well pleased with
their deed.



"How distressing,” said Nobain with alaugh, his eyes upon the lagt of thefour to fall to the ground beside
his kan. "Our generous offer has been refused, for these men no longer desire femaes. It seemswe shall
be forced to retain possession of al six of the wenches."

Once having rid themselves of the unwanted, the gray-clad males then turned their set toward the caves
which awaited them, leading off the kand of those who no longer had use for mounts. Thefalen remained
for the children of thewild. Againdid | follow at adistance, soon finding it necessary to widen that
distance. The trees had thinned enough so that even the males | followed would have seen me had |
remained nearer, athing | could not now alow.

It was now clear that Ilvin and the Summa were not to be smply used by their captors. When the males
had taken dl the pleasure they wished, thelives of their captiveswould be taken aswell, leaving no
opportunity for escape. Werel to find mysdf unable to free them their lives would be ended in great
dishonor, dl possibility of death in battle denied them, their entrance to Midas Realm forever barred
through the shame given them. Such agony could not be dlowed if it were possibleto avert, and to this
end had | pledged mysdif.

Without undue haste did the males continue on toward the caves, unconcerned by the deserted-seeming
caveswhich weretheir god. For nearly ahin did | follow, increasing the distance between us, and then
did I reinin my kan and resolutely dismount. Well did | know that | must be nearer the set; and | had to
dismount and continue on afoot, fleetly and silently from tree to tree beyond the sight of the males, closing
with them as they reached their destination. | tied my kan to atree, well within reach of what grassthere
was, hesitated, then left bow and shafts behind me. | knew | would regret having left the wegpon, yet did
| aso anticipate the need to move invisibly within the caves ahead; wereit necessary to concea mysdif
the bow would be a hindrance,

The pace | took to reach the males was much of atrot, sending me forward swiftly yet slently, apace
used much by warriors on the hunt for quarry which must be run down. Thelight of the fey had goneto
red before me, and | closed my eyesto ditsagaing the last of its efforts. Much more easily would the
males have seen me than | them, therefore did | proceed with caution, most especialy once | had nearly
reached them. Then did | circle right and edge aheed, alowing them to cometo me, athing easily
possible at the dow pace they kept to. | stood hidden among the growing shadows of awidetree,
awaiting their gpproach to the caves which were no more than three gando-strides ahead, then quickly
drew back even farther. A mae appeared about the leg of stone which stretched before the caves, his
eyes upon the approaching set, and lazily did he walk out abit to meet them.

"Ho, Nobain, we thought you had forgotten us," he called to the s&t, grinning. Large and gray-clad was
themale, and light of hair, his sword and dagger easily upon his hips. "The others returned a considerable
time before you."

"We were pursued by those sons of Sigurr and could not chase them from our trail for feyd,” returned the
male Nobain, hisvoiceits usua smoothness. "In the interim we encountered these wenches, took them
from the Sigurri who had captured them, then thought to share them with our brothers. | trust our late
arriva will yet bewell looked upon.”

"Only by those of usremaining,” answered the other male with alaugh, his eyes moving dowly over the
captives. "The bulk of our warriors have aready departed upon the mission begged of us by the city. Will
you leave immediatdly to follow them, or are we to have the pleasure of your company for this
darkness?'

"l am of the opinion that our early success entitles usto at least a single darkness of taking our ease,” sad
Nobain, hdting before the new male. " Should you and the others remaining behind disagree, we will



certainly depart immediately.”

"No, no, by al meansyou must take your ease," said the guard mae with afurther laugh, reaching ahand
up to stroke the thigh of Tlvin. "Should you depart immediately, your company would be sorely missed.
Thosewithin will be pleased to offer falar when once you have seen to your kand."

"Not nearly as pleased aswe shdl be to accept it,” said Nobain with matching amusement. "Not to speak
of adequate provender. Y ou must be sure to join us when your watch is done.”

"I shal be therewithin the hin," nodded the guard mae, stlepping higher upon the beginning of the
protruding stone leg. Nobain raised ahand in temporary farewell then urged his kan forward, followed
eagerly by those of his set. The males rounded the stone leg and rode toward the caves which
disappeared in shadow behind the leg, they too disappearing with their forward movement. Within ahand
of reckid were they gone from sight, the guard male looking about once before following. | stood a
moment cons dering the matter, then | crouched down in the shadow which hid me, to await the darkness
and the replacement of the guard male before | entered behind Nobain and his captives; | knew thetime
would not be long.

When the darknesswas at last complete al about, | straightened and breathed deeply of the sweet forest
ar. Within the caves were maes, and where maes dwdt, there might one find even the air fouled. The
slence of the shadows was mine as | passed from forest to rock, on toward the caves. Beneath my feet
the ground was gritty and sharp; nearly speaking of my presence with whispers and hisses, yet wasl
Midannarather than city dweller. He who stood within the cave mouth, faint light trickling out from
behind him, was not the male who had greeted Nobain, nor was he one to search the darknesswith his
eyes when none might gpproach without being heard. Helifted to hislipsthe skin he held, drank deeply,
then pulled the back of his hand across hislips, alow sound of satisfaction accompanying the faint odor
of falar brought upon the breeze. Not much difficulty was there in dipping up behind the male with dagger
in hand, and in amoment the throat of the male was no longer able to hold falar. Without a sound did the
male begin the journey to Mida's chains, and quickly did | grasp the body and drag it some pacesfrom
the cave opening before dlowing it to fal. Should one come seeking the male thewhile | and my warriors
remained in the cave, hewould not be easily found.

The entrance itsalf was wide enough for three to stand abreast, faint light to be seen within it, coming
from aturning to the right beyond a short corridor of stone. Low voices and laughter accompanied the
trickle of light, the while the odor of kand came from the | eft. The place the males had cometo rest was
clearly evident, yet did | halt just within the entrance | had won, remembering the cave entrance to
Sigurr'sdtar. Though | berated mysdf, | could not halt the faint tremors which seized my flesh and
brought accursed weakness to my limbs, al through memory of thrice-damned Sigurr. Thereinthe
darkness| stood, bloody dagger in my hand, trembling with the fear which had been well taught meina
cavein another place. My free hand stole upward, toward my life-sgn, seeking the comforting,
strengthening presence which had ever sustained me, only to encounter naught save unadorned flesh.
Only thendid | recal that my life sign had been taken, in punishment for my having dalied withamale.
Had | been city dave-woman | would have falen to my knees and wept, yet was | Midanna, and one
who had learned much of males; | hated Sigurr and dl things mae, including the manner in which the
pleasure of male bodies lured awarrior. Much pain and deprivation had | suffered because of maes, and
though | continued to tremble at the thought of entering battle without my life Sgn, the thought of spilling
male blood bested the trembling. Were| to belost to the find darknesswith al of my obligations unseen
to, the shame would be forevermore unending-yet would | have first taken the lives of many maes.

Once made, the decision took my stepsto the right, toward the light and the sound of males. Theturning
intherock continued on a short distance, then did it lead to the entrance of alarge cavern. Spires of rock



hung from the celling and grew from the floor of the cavern, graying the black of its outer reaches, and
within the center of this cavern were the maes, resting themsel ves upon lenga pelts and handing round
large skinswhich undoubtedly contained fdar. Their laughter was crudl and anticipatory, no doubt
stemming from thoughts of that which they would do to their captives, who sat bound to spirestoward
therear of the cavern. Faintly struggling were three of those captives, their attemptsto free themsavesno
more than aborted movementsin the gloom beyond the torches near the males. The thought came that
swords would be welcome to the hands of those who struggled, and then did | curse my own stupidity
and retrace my stepsto the body of the dain guard. Though he had undoubtedly made little use of the
sword he wore, still would the weapon be more than adequate in other, more highly skilled hands.

With the sword retrieved | returned to the cavern, then began the chore of making my way around to the
captives without taking the notice of the males. There were open stretches which must be traversed, and
| was burdened with an unsheathed weapon. Across these stretches did | go like the sednet, upon my
belly with head low, dowly and with senses alert againgt detection, yet were the malestoo engrossed in
provender and drink to espy me. Indeed | had reached a place no more than four paces from the first of
the captives, when that occurred which took the attention of al.

"Nobain!" called a sudden harsh voice, drawing the silence and eyes of the male and his set, aswell as
those of the five hands of maleswho inhabited the caverns. From the dark before the entrance stepped
he who was Gengan, he who had taken himsdlf from the traveling set upon thetrail. Wild-eyed yet with
strangely forced cam did the red-haired male appear, and resolutely did he march himself to aplace
before the lounging Nobain. The second mae looked up more in amusement than in upset, and sounded
hisusud, abrasive chuckle.

S0, Gengan, you have returned to yoursdlf enough to rgjoin us,”" said he, drinking briefly from the skin he
held. "Had we known you suffered from phantoms of the mind, we would have aided you to areturn to
hedth."

"The sole phantoms which plague me are those of the dain!™ returned Gengan, nearly with asob, his
hands closed to figts. "Y ou led them on, causing them to believe that they would have the return of that
which wastheirs, using them as daves about your camp to spare your own men the efforts, and then,
when you no longer needed them, you dew them! Y ou forced me to unbearable bestidity and lust so that
| would in no manner be able to council and caution them, yet | understood thisfar too late to protect
their lives. Y ou are no other thing than evil, Nobain, yet will your evil not long continue!”

"Camly, Gengan, calmly," soothed Nobain, histone smooth and uncaring. "We dew none save followers
of the accursed Sigurr, athing you would know wereyou in full hedth. All eseisthe product of your
illness, and you must dlow usto ad you."

"Y ou would aid meto degth, as you aided my brothers!™ sobbed Gengan, his chest heaving as though
with great effort. ™Y ou will pay for your evil, Nobain, as surdly as| am aPathfinder for those who follow
thetrueway! | have seen your death upon the Snows, and therefore have | cometo chalengeyou! Arise
and face me, Nobain, and face aswell the fate you cannot avoid!"

With daking hands did Gengan drag forth the blade he wore, sumbling backward afew stepsto dlow
therisng of Nobain. Hewho caled himsdf warrior put aside the skin he held with asigh, shook his head
in hel pless surrender, then rose to hisfest.

"Gengan, brother, do not force me to harm you," said Nobain, his weapon drawn with a speed and ease
which put the other male to shame. "Y ou areill, and cannot hope to match me. Put up your blade, and
weghdl ..."



No further words were alowed the male as Gengan retook the steps he had given up, immediately
swinging hisweapon toward the covertly delighted Nobain. The youngest of warriors-to-be would have
found avoidance of the stroke athing of ease, therefore was Nobain able to deflect it smoothly with his
own blade. Again and again the red-haired Gengan struck, seeking to reach the other male, yet was he
clumsy and totaly without skill. For ahand of reckid did Nobain fend him off, finding amusement in the
sobbing vexation of the male who stood before him, and then did he tire of the foolishness and thrust his
sword into the other male, low and hard to give the greatest pain before death. A small pouch was
sheared away from Gengan's belt at the thrust, incongruoudy faling to the stone the while Gengan
remained erect, eyeswide in dishelief and sword frozen in upraised arm. For two heartbeats did he
remain S0, and then a scream of torment escaped hislips, ascream filled with raging denid, shocked
disbelief, and soul-tearing pain. All save Nobain cringed somewhat at the sound and then it was done, the
spirit of Gengan having fled his body. The untenanted body fell to the stone at Nobain's feet, causing him
to quickly free his sword with awrench, and then did he look at the one who had faced him.

"Farewdl, brother," intoned Nobain, again taken with asigh. "Had you not beeniill your life would not
have been so usalesdy logt, and yet this may perhaps be for the best. The Serene Oneness undoubtedly
ached with the agony you suffered, and now joysin the peace you have found. | am the instrument of the
Serene Oneness, therefore do | share hisjoy eveninmy grief.”

Those who were of the caves murmured in admiration and agreement, putting dy smiles upon the faces of
many of Nobain's set. Again had Nobain taken the life of an innocent, yet had he made it seem anoble
act to keep the wrath of othersfrom him. How low a sednet was this Nobain, more than sufficient to turn
the ssomach of any who was forced to watch him.

Two of the cavern malesrose to see to Gengan's body, Nobain pausing no longer than to clean his
sword before returning to his place and hisfaar skin. | had used the time of the battle, brief asit was, to
make my way to where llvin and the Summa sat bound, silently thanking Midafor having seentoiit that
the three were placed one beside the other. My hair snarled about my arms as| pulled myself acrossthe
stone floor to apoint just behind them, and impatiently | shook it back while the hum of laughter and
conversation arose again among the males.

"Sigers, you are not alone,” | whispered below the sound of the males, striving to keep my voice from all
those save llvin and the Summa. "'l have cometo free you, yet have | been able to secure no more than
one additiona wegpon. The strongest of you must stand beside me, guarding my back thewhilel win
further weapons from these males. When al are armed, we may depart this place with noneto halt us."

Not one of the three heads turned to me, none foolish enough to betray my presence to the males, nor
did any of the three jump to her feet once my dagger had parted the leather which bound them. |
replaced my dagger initsleg bands, paused a brief moment to peer out at the males above llvin's
shoulder, then did | jump to my feet and vault between Hitta and Summa, dropping the male's sword at
their feet as| drew mine from my scabbard.

"In the name of Mida, and for the glory of the Hittaand Summaclang!” | shouted, standing wide-legged
and ready as | gazed upon the Sartled, exclaiming maes. " Stand with me, ssters, and we shal soon be
gonefrom here!”

Many of the malesrose quickly to their feet at my appearance, drawing their weapons and looking about
themsel ves as though expecting others to appear about the cavern. Though | was prepared for immediate
attack none launched themsalves toward me to engage in battle, therefore did | throw aquick glance
back toward the three Midanna to see who would be the one to stand with me. The glance | took
became agtare, for none of the three had gained her feet! The light-haired Summaremained leaning upon
the stone spire with her back, one arm dragged forward while the other kept its place behind her, the



place in which it had been when bound. The other Summa, she of the dark hair, and Ilvin, had both
fought themsdlves free of the spires which had held them, yet was the Summafdlen to her left Sde and
llvin sprawled half forward, sweating with the effort. Their limbs moved feebly, mere twitches rather than
true movements, their lips opened in attempted speech, the dullness of forced lethargy peering out from
their eyes. Clearly they had been fed some Mida-forsaken brew of maes, and though they tried with al
their strength, they could not stand with me!

"It appears our fair vigitor is unaccompanied,” Nobain said. The males stood about in amusement now,
no longer darmed, no longer seeking those who had attacked with me. It wasfully plain that | had come
aone, afool of awarrior who had believed that Mida stood with her. No battleis donetill thefinal
stroke, yet was | now not far from just such astroke. | had been alowed my arrogance and blindness,
and now would another most certainly be chosen to ride for Mida, for Jalav would soon be no more. |
would face the males aone, without my life sign, and would either be cut down or taken captive for later
daying. My fist tightened about my hilt, the cold emptiness growing in my belly matched fully by my
earlier resolve; many maleswould accompany meto thefina darkness, for | would not again be taken as
dave

"What more than one warrior is needed to best males?’ | asked with sneering challenge, seeking to bring
the malesto anger and thereafter immediate attack. "1 am Jdav, war leader of dl the Midanna, and have
cometo free those warriors of mine you hold captive.”

"We would much prefer that you join them,” the male Nobain replied, his accursed amusement hdting
those who would have come forward in arush. We stood four or five paces apart, the malesand |, and
clearly did dl begin to show thelook most maestook on at sight of Jalav.

"Never have | seen oneto match her,” muttered one male of the caverns, stepping up beside Nobain, his
point falen to the ground. "Her pull is greater than that of that wench of yours, Nobain, and | would be
thefirg toclam her.”

"She must first be disarmed before she might be claimed,” returned Nobain, the smooth persuasiveness
having returned to hisvoice. "Do you fancy yourself able to accomplish thiswithout serioudy harming
her?'

"Aseadly asyou," replied the cavern mae, afaint anusement coming to him at the sudden flash of anger
to be seen in the eyes of Nobain. "1 know you, brother, and will not be put off by your supposed
eagerness to have me make the attempt. The light-haired wench isyours, and with her you must be
content. Thisonewill first be mine."

With that the male turned from Nobain and again raised his point, then confidently strode forward to face
me. It was clear he anticipated little difficulty in his undertaking, yet was | not of amind to oblige him. His
first attempted stroke was to my wrigt, hisintention to cause me to drop my weapon; my return stroke
merely brushed hisasde, my intention being to feign small skill and thereby draw othersinto the attempt.
A sound of annoyance came from the male, and then was | looked upon with severity.

"Wench, you cannot stand against me, therefore are you to surrender immediately!" he scolded, histone
gern and uncompromising. " Should it become necessary for me to wound you serioudy before | might
take you, you will be soundly beaten!™

"To ether wound or punish, you must first conquer,” said I, finding it difficult to credit the foolishness of
the male. Sooner would | have faced Nobain, he who merited daying many times over, he who now
spoke softly to two of his set who stood beside him.

"l shal certainly conquer!™ growled the mae before me, gripping his weapon and begting at me with



strength. Perhaps the male imagined his wegpon abranch instead, yet was | sufficiently startled by so
mindless an attempt that | dipped his stroke and put my point to histhroat. | had not intended daying the
male so quickly nor so easily, yet did my earlier ruse in some manner bear fruit.

"The dut took him unawared" shouted another of the cavern males, seeing hisbrother fold silently to the
rock beneath our feet. "We must have her blood to pay for higl"

Quickly did he raise his wegpon and rush toward me, just as quickly being joined by another of their
number, their charging forms sending jagged shadows in the torchlight. With two so intent upon spitting
me, | could no longer control my fedlings. Battle pleasure rose so strongly that a purr escaped my throat.
Midal Theglory of battle at last! And then thefirst of the males reached me and began laying about
himself, as though he faced ahand or more of those who came in attack upon him. The purr died in my
throat and red-lined rage grew in its place, so keen was the disgppointment | felt; this second male had
fully as much skill asthefirst. So great awarrior was hethat | was able to keep watch upon the other
who came, thewhile| kept hiswildly swinging point from my flesh. When the two at last stood before me
| raised my voicein the piercing Hosta battle cry. The maes, startled, gave ground to my charge, and
then did they givetheir lives, adash |eft and right took the throats from them, their own blades usdesdy
elsawhere. Now wasiit clear asto why these males had been left behind upon the departure of the others:
their battle skillswere so greetly lacking that to take them against Sigurri warriorswould have surdly
brought about their ending. Had | had even one other Midannato stand with me, easily would we have
dainthelot of them,

And yet | had no other Midannato stand with me. Though three now lay in their own blood at my feet
and those two who had carried away the empty husk of Gengan had not yet returned, still werethe
numbers of the males too great for asingle warrior. Those who stood about now looked upon me with
fear touching them, and it came to methat there might yet be a manner of besting them dll.

"Y ou have said you would joy in having my use" | called to them, holding firm to the red-tipped sword in
my fist. "Should this continue to be so, | give challenge to the leader amongst you. Let that one face meif

he dares, and the outcome of battle shall decide. Should | stand victorious a the end of it, | shall take my
warriorsand go."

"And should you not stand victorious, it isyou who shall betaken," said Nobain, hisvoicerisng above
the surrounding hubbub. The male spoke with the cool arrogance which was usua to him, hissmirk likely
calculated to anger me, yet was | other than an unblooded warrior-to-be or afool of amale. 1, too, grew
asmile, onewith thefangs of the hadat init.

"To speak of athingisnot to seeit done" said |, giving the malelook for look. "Do you mean to face me
with wegpons, or day me with the boredom of speech?’

Much of afool did | fedl, boasting witlessy in the manner of maes, yet had | done so beforein order to
bring about the battle | required. Thelight eyes of Nobain grew cold asthe maes about him fdl in
slence, dl eager for revenge. A low, muffled grunt sounded behind me, undoubtedly from one of the
warriors who struggled in the bonds of the drug which held them, yet was | unable to turn and assist her.
The males ranged before and about me, well to left and right, and | could not take my eyes from them
lest two or three dip past to my unguarded back.

"To defeat awench requireslittle effort from aman,” said Nobain, drawing his blade dowly, asthough to
frighten me with sight of the wegpon. "Those you dew werewarriorsin name done, as| am not. | shal
do you the honor of facing you for a short time, wench, and then shall | honor you further by using you.
You will find paininthat use, yet will you learn to beg that pain asthough it were the deepest of
pleasures. Y ou have my word."



| made no effort to remark upon the qualities of the word of one such as he, for the male moved forward
quickly, brought himsdlf past those three who had fallen, then attacked with moderate strength. Indeed
was Noban more skillful with a blade than those others | had faced, yet was he short of the skill shown
by those Sigurri such as Mehrayn and Aysayn and Chaldrin. His wegpon flashed here and there, seeking
my flesh, finding no more than the golden blade of Midabarring his path, the exchange, after amoment,
bringing greater anger to hiseyes. Again | felt the smile of the hadat take me, for | had not yet answered
the attacks of the malein kind, nor would | till he knew himsdf thoroughly bested. Much anguish had this
male given others, those who were no match for him, and much did | wish to return the same before |
took hislife. Well might Midaretain him for her chains, and should she do o, dl eternity would be spent
by hisrecadling the shame he had been given.

My smile brought greater effort from the male, his attack increasing in strength, the sound of his blade
ringing againg mine, dinning in the ears of al who waiched. Hisfrustration at being unable to reach me
grew so great that he attempted to disembowel me, the wide, unreasoning swipe dragging his blade and
arm swiftly past me. Swifter yet was my reply to such foolishness and Nobain jumped back with ashout,
his upper arm deeply scored by theflick of my blade. | had as yet spent very little effort upon the male,
doing no more than turning hisblade, yet such play fighting wastiresome for one used to true battle. At
hisretreat | began to advance, fully prepared to end the farce, the match, and Nobain aswell, and surely
was the male able to see thisin my eyes; his high color faded quickly and atook of desperate decision
entered hiseves.

"I will waste no further time and effort upon thisfoolishnessl" he shouted, backing again before | might
reach him, nearly tripping upon the husk of one of those who had faced me before him. "The patience of
awarior isa an end. Take her!"

Thewords of treachery were not totally unexpected, yet wasit difficult to see from where that treachery
would come. No other mae was within sword reach of me, nor did any of those nearest draw their
wegpons. | looked quickly about, seeing naught, and then caught sight of amae swiftly uncoiling a heavy
fighting whip. One of those with whom Nobain had been speaking was he, and even as| began to turn to
him the memory came that there had been another--yet the memory cameto late. From my other side
came the crack of asecond whip, causing agony to flare in the hand which held my sword. Nearly did |
cry out asmy fingersflew open asared stresk appeared across my hand, the thin, sharpened meta
braided within the end of the leather freeing my blood as easily aswould asword. In fury and
desperation | knelt, my hair faling acrossmy armsas| stretched wildly for my sword, yet the crack of
the whip came again and filled my hand before the hilt. Thistime were my pam and inner fingers abruptly
dick and red, and the pain that flew from hand to arm to body nearly flattened me. Both kneesto the
stone, | groped, left handed, shuddering at the painin my right, and then came the next dash, thistimeto
theleft.

"Now you need no longer think of chalenging aman, wench," said Nobain, laughter full in histone asl
fought in vain to flex my hands againgt the flaming pain. "Y ou are no longer ableto hold asword, yet have
you been |eft able to hold another thing, esawhere than in your hands. Each man here shdl have you, and
then we may speak again of chdlenge.”

A snarl of unbounded hatred took me as | looked up at the male, my blood dripping fredly to the stone
beforeme. To Midadid | swear that | would have histhroat out with my teeth if he were insane enough
to approach me without the aid of others, and indeed did he sheathe his sword and begin to move
toward me. The blood which fell from hisarm gave him no pause, yet was he able to take no more than a
sngle step before the voice of another brought him to a halt.

"Perhaps you will spesk of challenge with me," came the words of an angry voice | recognized. Nobain



Spun about to see the broad form of Mehrayn, astand with sword gripped tightly infist, thoroughly
enraged. Beside Mehrayn stood Chaldrin, a deep coldnessin the depth of his eyes. Here and there about
the cavern gppeared other black-clad males of the Sigurri, perhaps two hands of them, al with weapons
drawn, bringing gasps and moans of shock from those who stood with Nobain. No idea had they of the
manner in which the Sigurri had appeared so druptly, nor was | morewell informed than they; the
Sgurri had comefrom out of theair, it seemed, at atime when their enemies had least expected them.

Nobain was given no opportunity for reply; in the blink of an eye were the two sets of males upon one
another, those of the caverns seeking to best the intruders with the weight of greater numbers. Swords
rang and males cursed and lunged, yet wasit immediately clear that my earlier thoughts upon the skill
possessed by those of the cavern was truth: by ones and twos they quickly fell before the warriors of
Sigurr, and then was Nobain's set the target for their swords. Nobain himsdlf faced Mehrayn, amae who
now fought much asaMidannawould, giving no heed to what his opponent might attempt, concerned
with naught save downing him. Nobain fought wildly and with great fear, seeking desperately to preserve
hislife, yet was his sword struck savagely aside, Mehrayn's sword seeking and finding an avenue to the
center of hisskull. He who had professed himself afollower of the Serene Onenessfell to the stone of the
floor with hishead cloven in twain, and then was Chaldrin before me, blocking off sight of dl ese.

"Stay asyou are, wench," said the mae of other caverns, looking carefully about to make sure no enemy
mal e approached before he crouched down before me. Large and broad and thick in the waist was
Chaldrin, dark-haired and dark-eyed and thickly covered with dark body hair where his white body
cloth did not cover him. Also did he continue to wear awhite cloth about his middle to cover thewound |
had given him, yet had that wound not kept him from seeing his sword well stresked with red. He set his
weapon upon the stone beside him, within easy reach should the need arise, and then attempted to take
my handsin his.

"No, you must let me see them,” said he, referring to my withdrawa. So great wasthe pain | felt that the
cavern had begun to move somewhat about me, as though it had come loose from the rock and stone
which held it. | had no wish to give voiceto that pain, yet | might were the gaping, bloody woundsto be
touched.

"Y ou may see my handsasyou wish, mae," said |, my voicefar too thin and smdl, "yet are you not to
touch them. They have dready been touched by those who are mae, and have no further need of such
helpful attentions. When my Midanna have regained themselves, | will havewhat aid | require.”

"By then you will have bled to desth,” said he, annoyed, as he glanced at the warriors behind me. "They
aredl of them sensdessfrom the exertions they attempted, and Sigurr done knows when they will
recover. The Sword believes you safdly attended to by me, therefore does he lead his men in pursuit of
those followers of the foul Oneness who have fled to escape awell-earned death. Will you give methe
necessity of having to face him when he returnsto find that you continue uncared for?"

| had seen that Mehrayn had indeed led his males deegper into the cavernsin pursuit of those who fled
their swords, nor had | missed the searching look he had sent toward me before departing. All thoughts
in my head had grown fuzzy-edged through the presence of blazing, throbbing pain, and abruptly wasl
segted upon the stone rather than kneeling upon it, my bloody hands somewhat cradled at my middle.

"The decison ismine, therefore shall hisanger be mineaswell,” | muttered, looking curioudy about at the
torches which had illuminated the cavern. All continued to burn asthey had earlier, yet in some manner
their light had begun dimming and darkening. " Should hisanger come, it may join that of Mida, which
continuesto pursue me. | must depart this place and again take up my task, else shal Mida be taken with
fury rather than anger-"



Without further strength for words | left off speaking, but had | forgotten the dimming of the torches.
When | atempted to riseto my feet, their light went quickly to blackness.

| awoke more dowly than was usud with me, feding aheavy duggishnessthat was unexplained till |
attempted to put my handsto thefur | lay on and push mysdlf to Stting. Sharp pain flared, causing meto
draw my breath in sharply. Memory returned then of what had occurred before the darkness took me,
and | raised my handsto see the red-dotted cloth which covered them from wrists to fingertips. Surely
had Chaldrin been the one to tend me, and in some manner had lessened the pain which had earlier held
me-when | made no attempt to use the hands. It was necessary to raise mysdlf to sitting without them, a
thing which had been accomplished more easily at other times.

Onceerect | looked about, wondering how | had cometo that place. A small chamber of sonewasit, lit
by atorch and closed off with a stout, metal-clad wooden door. Within the chamber stood some few
wooden kegs and assorted sacks, putting the odor of dried provender and much fdar intheair. To the
rear of the chamber, beyond the sacks and kegs, had afur been placed, the one upon which | now sat. |
moved somewhat in discomfort and annoyance, unable to free my hair properly from benesth me, unable
to catch sight of where my sword and dagger had been put, and then was the great wooden door thrust
open so that Mehrayn might enter. Carefully did he bring within two wooden pots, one carrying the odor
of cooked nilno, the other the odor of Iellin broth, and when his eyes touched me, he smiled.

"Jdav, you are awake!" said he, bringing forward the bowls to set them upon the stone by the furs before
returning to the door to closeit once again. "Chadrin assured me that the balm would take the pain from
you, and | would know if he spoke the truth."”

Closdly were his eyes upon me as he returned to crouch before the furs| sat upon, adeep anxiety clear
in the green pools which sought my soul. Much had | felt the absence of thislarge, red-haired Sigurri, yet
to speak of my fedings would have beenidle. JAav rode as Mida sent her, and none would be alowed
to lure her from that path.

"The pain has been taken so long as| remain unmoving,” said |, aware of how thick my tongue continued
to fed. "Perhaps, after ashort while, it will aid during movement aswell. Y ou have my thanks for your
assgance, mae. The other knew naught of honor and shamed himself in chalenge, yet cared not. Much
would it have pleased meto have taken hislife mysdf, yet am | nearly aswell pleased that it wasyou
who was given the pleasure.”

"Pleasureindeed,”" said Mehrayn, amercilesslook claiming him as his voice hardened. "I recdled the man
assoon as| faced him, for | was one of those who pursued him when hefled our city. Hiscrimewasthe
sensdless murder of atemple dave, afoul act which sickened dl who learned of it. The dave was
tortured before attaining the release of degth, and for no reason other than that it pleased thefilth to do
her s0. Had we caught him before he took refuge with those who follow the Oneness, he would have
been put to death in the same manner as she whose life he took. How did you become entangled with
him?'

"He and hismales held captive three warriors of the Midanna,” | replied. "Even had | been willing to
abandon Ilvin, who followed me in disobedience to my will, I could not stand before the enemy clansand
demand the leadership of them after having left two of their number to their fate. It was therefore
necessary that | free the Summabefore continuing on with my task."

"Your task," echoed Mehrayn, looking strangely at me. "A task which you inssted you were to attempt
alone, and which then became another task. Was it demanded by your Midathat this second task aso
be seen to alone, or was there areason other than that which kept you from returning and asking Sigurri
assstance?!



"Y ou would have had me seek out malesto assist in the freeing of Midanna?' | asked, amused a so
strange a suggestion. "Never do maes seek to ad Midanna, only to use them. It was my intention to see
those warriors ride free, not to cause them to be chained in alcoves for Sigurri plessure.”

Much did it seem that Mehrayn was hurt and angered then, yet where would have come the reason for
such fedings? Had |, myself, not been made dave by the Sigurri, finding freedom solely through the
strength of my swordarm and their belief that | rode as amessenger of their god?

"S0 you continue to see us as no more than 'males,’ " said Mehrayn, his bitterness taking the amusement
from me. "Wasit with thoughts of use that Chaldrin followed you, intending to allow noneto keep him
from raising his sword beside yours? Was it with thoughts of use that he hastened back to me, to speak
of the enemy trail you had for some reason taken up? Was it with thoughts of use that we dl rode after,
praying to Sigurr that we find you before harm came from those followers of the putrid Oneness? Surely
it was with thoughts of use that we dew them dl, saw to your wounds, and gave comfort and easing of
those poor creatures who had been so brutally used!™

Much indignation flashed from the eyes of Mehrayn, his head held high as he looked down upon me, his
body iff in the crouch he had taken. |, mysdlf, felt no more than confusion, for Cerdt had also once
spoken in such amanner. Always did these males make unreasonable demands upon awarrior; how was
awarior to know what moved amale?

"What other reason might there have been?' | asked, the words faltering. No more than the distant ache
inmy handsdid | fed, and then was the anger and indignation gone from the male.

"It gives me pain that no other reason occursto you," he sghed, "apain which sems mainly from a
deeper understanding of that which has been done to you to cause you to fed so. Sufficeit to say that we
are here, and shall not alow further harm to come to your wenches. Y ou may rest easy in the knowledge
that you have my word."

"The word of Mehrayn has proven honorable,” | assured him, seeking to take the sadnessfrom his eyes.
"Jdav acceptsit gladly, and without reserve.”

"Y ou do me gresat honor, | know," said Mehrayn, afaint smileturning hislips as his hand reached out to
stroke my hair. "Now must you do me further honor by partaking of that which | have brought. First the
broth, to ease the knots of pain from your belly, and then the nilno, to restore some portion of the blood
and flesh which was|lost to you. Do you fed yoursdlf cgpable of holding the nilno within?'

"l shal maketheeffort,” sad |, for thefirst timelooking directly within the pot which held the nilno.
Bardly warmed by the firewasit, bloody and raw as| most preferred it, yet did my insdes lurch some
small amount at the Sght. Wounds often stole the appetite from awarrior; however | had to fortify myself
for the journey | must immediately resume. | reached my hands out to the pot of broth, saw the cloth
covering them before recalling its presence, then made asmall sound of annoyance. No other than amae
would bind awarrior's hands so closdly, and clearly would the cloth need to be removed before | might
again take up sword and dagger and kan'sreins.

"Here, | will assst you," said Mehrayn, hislarge hand taking the pot of broth from the stone and raising it
toward my lips. No more than amoment did | hesitate, greetly displeased with the need for assistance,
but | needed the provender so | could be on my way. | therefore drank the broth with my eyes upon the
pot, pushing away thinly insstent thoughts of humiliation, giving no heed to the strong pleasure which fairly
hummed from Mehrayn. | had no understanding of the pleasure malesfelt from doing awarrior in such an
odd manner, yet was | certain of my didike of it.

With al of the broth within me, Mehrayn then took up the nilno, which had been cut smdl asthoughin



anticipation of difficulty on my part to do the thing for mysalf. Indeed would | have had difficulty in
wielding adagger, yet did | didike such solicitous reminder of supposed helplessness. Jdav wasa
warrior and war leader of the Midanna, and well able was she to seeto her own well-being! As Mehrayn
looked within the pot for acut to hisliking, it came to methat the broth was al | was then ableto hold;
the nilno would turn my ingdes about, therefore it was best left behind me,

"I find | have no ssomach for further provender,” | informed Mehrayn the while | rose unsteadily to my
feet. Though | seldom used my handsto assst me, just then their aid would not have been unwelcome.
"When hunger returnsto me upon thetrail, | shdl hunt and feed my fill."

"Trail?" echoed Mehrayn sharply, looking up quickly. "Hunt? What nonsense do you speak? Y ou cannot
taketo thetrail with your handsin ribbons.”

"1 may do no other thing." | shrugged, looking about with some small difficulty among the sack and kegs.
"Where have my sword and dagger been put? | shdl require them upon my journey. "

"Wench, you journey nowhere savein return to thisfur!" the male growled, putting aside the pot and
graightening to the fullness of hisheight. Y ou have no need of wegponsyou are unable to wield, soldly
do you have need of rest and care so that you may be restored! To speak of taking to thetrail now is
idiocy, anidiocy | shdl not dlow!"

"Thereis naught you may say upon the matter," | told him, gesturing asde the foolishness of his prattle.
"Still do | ridein the name of Mida, and no mortal male may stand in my path. Go and fetch my wegpons
a once, and think only upon your word in regard to my warriors. They must be released as soon asthey
areabletoride, for wewill require al of their swords when the strangers have come.”

| turned my back upon the lowering ook he gave me, tossed my hair back from about my arms, and
took mysdlf unsteadily toward the metal -bound, wooden door.

"Should it be your expectation that | shall legp to obey your commands, you are destined to find
disappointment, O war leader of Midanna," came the angry words from behind me. "1 do not legp to
obey foolish girl-children, merely do | ignore their chatter and see to that which must be done. Return to
thisfurimmediatdy, dseshdl | returnyoutoiit!”

"No longer have | thetimeto dally with maes!” | snapped. "There has dready been far too much of such
idlefoolishness, for which | have paid ahigh pricein lossand pain! Should it become necessary to pay
further, | may well fall to surviveto do asl must! | will not see my Midannaleaderless and my Hogta left
captive to males, solely by cause of my lack of sense of duty! Now, where are my weapons?”

"Woman, you speak utter nonsense!™ Mehrayn exclaimed, more annoyed. "To consider your actionsthe
cause of al that has occurred isthe height of idiocy! To believe that you must take yoursdlf into the
forests this very moment, wounded and aone, is even greater idiocy! What will become of your wenches
when you find yoursdlf unable to defend against the prowlers of the forests? Or when you discover you
are unableto hunt for the sustenance you require? Y ou will fal afina time with noneto know of it,
nothing accomplished.”

He stood with hands upon swordbelt, anger darkening his skin and blazing forth from the green of his
eyes. Much would it have pleased meto find amale capable of sense and logic, one who knew and
acknowledged the ways of the gods, yet was such an expectation idle. No more than maleswere they,
each like unto the next, of usein no place other than awarrior's deeping leather. | shook my head, then
did | turn again toward the closed door.

"Midawill seeto the safety and provender of her warrior," said I, putting afinal end to the discussion. "'l



will find my sword and dagger aone.”

Then wasit necessary to give full attention to the door before me. To my surprise, the thing was made as
no other door | had yet seen. No push plate adorned it, showing it was not meant to swing freely asthe
doors of the cities, nor was there leather and |atch upon it, as was to be found upon the dwellings of
Belsayah villages. No more than arounded leg of metal protruded from the door at a point perhaps
mid-high, near to that place where the metal-bound edge of the door met the metal frame it stood within.

| nudged the door with my toes, attempting to see how it moved, yet it moved not, even when | nudged it
again with greater strength. The thing stood silent and immovable, and a chuckle came from just behind
me.

"In order for your Midato seeto your safety and provender upon thetrail,” said Mehrayn, "she must first
seeto the opening of that door. Surely so unimportant athing will not be alowed to stand in your way."

"I do not know the method of its opening,” said | through teeth clenched in anger, keeping my gaze from
the accursed male. "Y ou, of course, will refuse to spesk of it."

"On the contrary, wench, | consider it my duty to assist you,” said he, considerable amusement to be
heard in the words. "One need only grasp the metd latch, push it down, then turnit inafull circle and pull
to theright. The door will then open easly with no more than the dightest pull.”

| continued to keep my gaze upon the dark, aged wood of the door, slently calling down the curse of
Mida upon the heads of al maeswho would devise such things as that door. In order to perform the
doing one must be able to grasp the leg of metd, athing | was then unable to accomplish. Indeed did |
attempt to close one hand about the cloth covering it, only to nearly moan at the flash of returning agony.
A fury rose up in methat | might be closed in so effortlesdy, causing me to attempt the leg of metal with
my arms, the Mida-forsaken leg sprang back to itsresting place the moment | attempted beginning the
circle, no matter that | made the attempt over and over again. A growl rose to my throat with the last of
it, to accompany the swest of frustration and effort which covered me, and then did abig hand cometo
my shoulder.

"That mechanism isdesigned to keep without dll those unfamiliar withit," said Mehrayn, in asoothing
tone. "Also shdl it keep within onewho isas yet unfit to take to the trail. Return to the fur, wench, and
alow your grength to find you again.”

"l shal not!" | ground out, jerking my head about to glare up a him. "I shall go my way as| am meant to
do! In Mida's name do | demand that this accursed door be opened!”

"Now do | know for certain that the wounds have affected you," said he, his browslow with disgpprova
as hewithdrew his hand. "Though we have often shared words of disagreement, never before have you
sounded the willful, demanding child. Y ou go nowhere save to your furs, wench, and the door shall
remanasitis"

With such words did he bend and lift mein hisarms, and then return meto the fur | had left. Much did |
shout and kick and attempt to struggle, yet adl to no avail. Despite the closeness of the room a covering
fur was placed upon me, and when | attempted to rid mysdlf of it agony flared in my hands. | moaned as
the searing pain intengified, then moaned again when Mehrayn's hand touched my brow; so cool was that
hand that | shivered to my soul, unable to fend off the feding. The torchlight danced and shuddered in the
dimness, partidly illuminating the odd look which had taken Mehrayn, much as though deep concern held
him close. Long reckid passed in my attempt to escape, and longer hind, yet was Mehrayn inescapable. |
fought and struggled though al strength waslost to me, and then, at the end of strength, camethe
darkness.



CH 3. A gift isreturned-and ajourney begun

All was slent when | awoke, yet did it seem asthough the ar carried memory of the presence of many
males-—-and warriorsaswell. At first | recalled naught of what had occurred; | knew only | was hungry
and my body felt dick and unclean, my hair hanging again in greasy strands, yet was there astrength and
well-being within me which squared my shoulders and alowed meto hold my head high. I sat upon afur
inaroom of stone, a half-gpent torch casting enough light to look about in, alarge, metal-bound wooden
door shutting off sight of what lay beyond. A sudden aroma came to me which caused meto twist
toward awooden board where stood an array of the provender which | had such a great need of. Nilno
and padat and fellin tubers there were, dark baked grain and alarge meta goblet from which the aroma
of faar came; though it seemed to have stood there some short time | reached for the firgt of it with
pleasure, and at sight of the cloth wrapped about my hand, memory returned of what had gone before.

For asingle brief moment | sat unmoving, and then did | look down between my breaststo see that
which | dready knew wasthere. My life sign, the crystd hadat with roiling black within, hung upon its
leather asthough it had ever been upon me, asthough it had not been taken in anger by Mida. Sowly,
though there was no longer areason for caution, | took the wrapped cloth from first my right hand and
then my left, seeing thefaint lines of healing where so recently had been gaping wounds, feding naught
save strength and steadinessin my grip. The sole cause of unsteadiness| felt semmed from the vast
clouds of confusion surrounding me, for never had | thought to see my life Sign again. Had Midardented
in her anger and therefore returned the life Sgn as she had taken it? Had she felt approva for my actions,
rather than condemnation as| had &t first believed? Wasthe pain | had been given no more than that
which awarrior might expect at the hands of males, rather than the punishment | had thought it to be?|
knew not what the goddess was about, yet did | know that | had again been hedled; clearly, in future, it
would be necessary to recdll that the final stroke of a battle was not necessarily that which was clear to
theeye.

The provender which awaited me was aso unexplained, yet was | able to feed upon it without such
explanation. Much of it had gone comfortably down my throat to fill the hollow within, the faar dowly
and smoothly following, when the great door opened to admit Mehrayn. He halted briefly, hiseyes
touched me, with alook of satisfaction, and then he closed the door and approached the place where |
St

"Though the doing of it wasthistime longer, you are again hedled,” said he, halting before the fur so that
he might bend and seat himself upon it. "And you have eaten the food left for you."

"Indeed," said |, Spping at thefalar as| considered the strangeness which held the male. Much did it
seem as though he hid annoyance, yet for what reason | knew not. "Y ou are dready aware, then, of the
return of my life sgn, therefore was it you who provided provender. | had wondered upon the reason for
its presence.”

"Indeed,” said he, dmogt as though he mocked me, his eyes continuing to hold mine. Y ou wondered
upon the reason for the presence of the food, yet not upon the reason for the presence of your lifesign.
Perhaps you aready know how it was returned?’

"Clearly has Midarelented in her anger toward me," said |, understanding naught of the tone of the mae.
"Asit was shewho took thelife Sign, it was dso shewho returned it. What part of thefey isit outside
these stone walls? How long was | made to deep?”

"Darkness has but recently falen without," said he, keeping his eyes upon me. "Y ou have dept the hedling
deep snce mid fey of thelast fey, before that you lay in fever deep since the darkness before last
darkness. We discovered that the blades of the whips which touched you were coated with aresin which



brings on ddirium. If not properly counteracted, it eventually brings desth aswell. So it was your Mida
who returned your life sign to you, wasit? Just as she took it?"

"Of acertainty,” said |, even more confused at his continuing strangeness. "Why do you question me
upon apoint you know aswell as1?'

"Perhaps one might say with even greater certainty that | am better acquainted with the point than you,"
sad he, reclining. "When the life Sgn was returned, you see, | was not in the midst of the deep of
odirium.”

"You beheld Mida?' | asked, startled to alarge degree. "Never before has she appeared to amale, save
that that malewasdready . . ."

"It was not Mida," said he, histone so flat that my wordsimmediately died. Indeed, the male seemed to
grow more and more angry and annoyed with each passing hand of reckid. "The one who returned your
life sgn was Aysayn, who rode after us as quickly as he discovered who had stolen it. And before you
ask, that one was aso not your Mida."

"I do not undergtand.” | stumbled, confusion growing so greet that it nearly overwhelmed me. "Who other
than Midawould havedared . . ."

"Ladaynadared,” said he, quickly taking the goblet of falar which | had nearly spilled through having
forgotten that | held it. "The wench dipped into my chamber while we dept, having left Aysayn'ssdein
my guest chamber where he dept. Through accident did Aysayn discover it in her possession, and then
did thewench dare to ingst that she had taken it to keep you from riding off aone as you intended. She
was atempting to assst Aysayn and mysdlf, said she, and yet she did not come forward with the lifesign
once you had left without it. She professed fear of accusation of having taken your protection once you
were gone, yet do | recall that she took the sign once before, having found a greet attractionin it. Aysayn
best her till her speech was nearly incoherent with pain, yet did she continue to maintain that she had not
golen for her own benefit.”

| stretched my legs out upon the golden lenga fur and leaned down to one elbow, stunned at thetale
Mehrayn had told. Ladaynal Sheit waswho had twice condemned me to davery, each time to protect
the schemings she had contrived against Aysayn, he who was caled Sigurr's Shadow upon thisworld.
When | regained my freedom it had been my intention to take her life, yet had | been felled by the wound
| had received in the battle fought shortly before; upon awakening | found | had been given my task by
Mida, therefore had such petty thoughts been put aside. Perhapsit would have been best to complete
that which had been nearly begun; to leave aliving enemy behind isto offer one's back to that enemy's
blade.

"So much for theterm 'sister’ used by her," | said at last, recalling the words the female had last
addressed to me. "Surdly was it her departure from your chamber which awvakened me during that
darkness, and surely would | have awakened the sooner had | not swallowed so great an amount of
faar. Once again hasit been proven that awarrior must be cautious when taking drink among males.”

"And thisisthe sole conclusion you have cometo?' asked Mehrayn, drawing my eyes back to him.
Though the torch sat upon the wall above and somewhat behind him, the eyes of the maefairly glowed
with whatever emotion flared through him. " A warrior must be cautious of the company she keegps? No
word upon the foolishness of wenches who see themselves as of vast importance? No word of apology
to those who have been badly used by those selfsame wenches?!

"I know of none who have been badly used,” said |, again confused. "Nor do | see my actions asfoolish.
As Midacommands so must it be, with none to deny her. No more have | done than attempt to obey."



"Y ou obey neither mortal nor god,” said he with a soft sound of disdain. ™Y our actions slem from no
more than your own interpretation of events, an interpretation which is more often incorrect than true.
Y ou defy and deny those about you in the name of Mida, when the true source quoted should be Jalav
the stubborn.”

"What male foolishness do you speak?’ | demanded, immediately bristling with insult as| sat sraight
upon the lenga pdt. "Wasit | who directed that Bellinard be taken by the Midanna, thet | ride to raise the
Sigurri, that | claim the leadership of the enemy Midanna? Had the decision been mine, my Midanna
aonewould have sufficed to meet the strangers. Have the Sigurri thought better of riding to battle that
you now insult me?'

"Y ou know well enough that the Sigurri shall ride as Sigurr demands,” said he, histone calm yet
implacable. "I shdl not be distracted into argument upon a point other than that which we discuss. When
your life sign was found to be gone from that place where it had been left, | asked that you delay your
departuretill athorough search had been ingtituted. One of proper and mature reason would surely have
agreed, yet Jdav the gando knew the true meaning behind the disappearance: Mida the goddess had
falen to anger, and Jalav's punishment was that she be bereft of protection. Immediately did the
she-gando take her leave, without even so much asafina word to those who had cometo care for her.”

My lips parted to berate the mae for the tone he dared to take with me, yet he quickly sat himsdlf straight
and continued before my words were able to come forth.

"Much did | heap curses upon my own head for having kept you so long from your task that terrible
punishment was given you,” said he, sharp anger now evident in face and voice. "Clearly wasit my

ing stence upon accompanying you and the-'dallying' | had lured you with that had brought disaster upon
you, for so had you maintained and so did it truly seem. When Chaldrin returned with word of the new
direction you had taken | rode out immediately, ill with the thought that further punishment wasto be
added to that which had already been given you. We crept within this cavern, seeking to surround the
enemy whose numbers were greater than ours, yet before the encirclement was compl ete the whips were
used onyou. Again | reviled mysdf, believing theillswhich befdl you continued to be caused by me,
thinking you had spoken truly when you inssted that my presence would bring naught save grief. We
dew our enemies and bound your wounds, then stood about and watched as delirium dowly sapped the
lifefrom you. We were helpless, unable to aid against the resin, for we knew not what the counteragent
might be-and then your life Sgn was brought by Aysayn. The life sgn you would aready have worn had
you waited another fey or two."

His green eyes held to me with an unsettling directness, a voice ess command that hiswords wereto be
taken astruth. Indeed was | grestly dismayed at hisview of the happenings, yet wasit clear that he saw
only through the eyes of anger.

"Y ou are amale, and therefore unfamiliar with the doings of Midaand unable to comprehend the true
meaning of things," said I, attempting to free my tone of insult and merely to teach. "At first did I, too, see
Ladaynaat fault, yet must it be remembered that Midamay use any to see her will done, even acity
dave-woman or males. Ladaynas doing was clearly at the behest of Mida, the return of my life sign by
Aysayn as clearly the same. Had | found the final darkness| would no longer have been abletoridein
her cause, therefore did the goddess see to my surviva. Chaldrin was dlowed to follow and bring others,
for | rode in adirection other than that from which they have been barred. It wasindeed Midas intention
to see me punished, yet wasit not her intention to see me ended. She continuesto fedl annoyance with
her warrior, yet are there tasks which must be accomplished.”

Again | gtretched upon the lenga pelt and rested upon my left elbow, the now-heded fingers of my hand
toying with the long, silky hair of thefur. | did not know whether or not Mida approved of my most



recent doings, but | continued to fed that she did not. The males might well have been alowed to arrive
soon enough to keep the meta-tipped fighting whips from my flesh, yet they had not. The word sent to
me may well have been awarning to heed the command | had been given, dse might my lifesgn dso be
kept from arriving should the occasion again arise. Under such a circumstance would my soul then be
forfat; however | ill was not eager to obey. Ingtead | fdt afaint curiosity, centering on anewly formed
query: in what manner would the goddess act if | wereto fling my lifesgninto aswiftly running stream
and then open my own throat with adagger? Would even the magic of the goddess be sufficient to keep
thelife from flowing swiftly from me? | had once been hedled by her without the presence of the crystd
lifesgn, yet had the process been long and filled with the frustrations of helplessness; if it were her
intention to see me healed again, would thislonger process be used, or would the life Ssgn somehow be
retrieved yet again? Faintly did it seem that the goddess challenged me rather than commanded yet the
notion could be nothing more than empty-headed fancy.

"Ah, now do | understand al which has occurred,” said Mehrayn, afase heartiness to hisvoice to match
his strangely pleasant smile. "It was not the stubbornness of your single-minded viewpoint which sent you
forth without the protection of the gods, it was no less than the will of those very same gods. Punishment
has been decreed for you by cause of your actions, yet are you not to be ended, for your continuing
efforts have a so been demanded. No other than you is capable of free will, for all save you moveto the
demands of the gods. Y ou aone move to your own urgings, obeying or disobeying the gods as you
please, bringing about their will through efforts which no other is cgpable of performing. For such a
reasonisit you aone who is punished, when disobedience comesin place of obedience; no other may be
held culpable, for dl others moveto thewill of the gods.”

| blinked in uncertainty at the words of the male, yet did it seem that, dthough strangely put, he had &t last
found the right of it. The reason behind so odd a circumstance was far beyond the vison of evena
Midannawar leader, yet had the male done well in describing the circumstance itself. Again | parted my
lips, thistime to commend the mae, yet was hein the midst of opening and removing his swordbdlt, the
overly pleasant smile he had worn now nearly agrin. | had no understanding of what brought him such
amusement and lightheartedness, and surely did he see the words | had not yet put breath to.

"Your dark, lovely eyesarefilled with question,” said he, putting sword and scabbard well behind him.
"Should you wonder at my fedlings of pleasure, you need wonder no longer. | am pleased that | may now
accompany you as | wish, for my presence will be in accordance with thewill of the gods. Lacking free
will of my own, my actions may be considered no other thing."

"Y ou cannot!" | protested, so taken aback by hisintention that | began to straighten to Sitting again. "'l
must be on my way from herein asfew reckid as possible, therefore. . . "

"No," said he, his voice soft, his movement so swift that he knelt across me before | was abletoriseto
gtting. "Asthe godsdirect my actions, my will may belooked upon asthewill of thegods. Itismy will
that you remain here through the darkness, therefore shal you obey the gods and remain.”

"Y ou do not spesk with the voice of the gods!™ | hissed, glaring up at hisbroad form in anger. "Merdly
areyou used a timesto see thewill of the gods done! Y ou, yoursdlf, are no part of it! Remove your bulk
from before me this moment, for I must quickly depart!”

"Elseshdl | be struck down by the gods?" heinquired pleasantly, putting his great handsto my lifesign
and the leather which held it. " Surely do you seem to have forgotten that the gods are angered and have
decreed punishment for you. What harsher punishment than to keep you in a place you wish to be gone
from? What better way to punish disobedience than through forced obedience? Y ou shdl, | will wager,
recal| this punishment longer than many others you have been given, perhaps even unto afair
congderation in future of those about you who are other than Midanna."



His handsthen lifted the life sign from about my neck, showing that the lesther had not been settled
beneath my hair. The anger within me grew to fury, for the male clearly beieved not aword he spoke, his
intent no more than to mock me and take that which was not fredly given. | had not thetimeto daly with
males, and surely would Mida see metruly punished if | again failed to ride as she had directed. Persona
punishment might be bornein silence, yet what if the punishment should descend instead upon the Hosta
or those other Midannawho followed me? That was how the gods punished, bringing agony to one's
very soul, though this male above me did not know that. He moved in the cause of none save hisown, his
anger toward one who was chained to the gods more than foolish.

Infury, then, did | rise up and strike at the broad body of the male with both fists, attempting to force him
from me, yet no morethan agrin did | dicit with my efforts. Much did it seem asthough | Struck at the
stone of thewadls, Mehrayn's body warmer yet surely no softer. Again and again | struck at him, furious
to see naught save that accursed grin, and then did he begin to bend dowly down to me, hiswell-muscled
arms reaching to the lenga fur to either sde of me. | quickly put my handsto his shouldersto thrust him
from me, yet sooner would | have been able to thrust avay the fangs of the attacking lengafrom my flesh.
Down and down he came, forcing meflat to the furswith the weight of hisbody aone, my arms bending
dowly yet surely between us, and then his face was no more than a breath from mine.

"| give eternd thanksto Sigurr that you have been restored to full health, stubborn she-gando,” he
murmured, the green of his eyes now steady with sobriety. "Had you been taken from my armsto his,
surely would | soon have followed you. | know now that | mean naught to you, for | am mae and Sigurri
rather than Midanna, yet do you remain dl that holds meaning for me. Best you learn to care for yourself,
for the pain which takes you takesme aswell, and | care little for such added pain.”

Then were hislips upon mine, warm and demanding, and | awash in limitless confusion. Though | had
attempted to free mysdlf of him, my desirefor hislips and arms and body was so grest thet | felt | would
burst with it. Merely to share the touch of hislips, my handsto the broadness of his shoulders. Midal
What enchantment the male had placed upon me | knew not, yet was | powerlessto resst it. Inthefeyd
we had been apart | had yearned for him endlesdy, and he spoke of meaning naught to me. And ye,
how was | to acknowledge what meaning he did hold for me, when the gods punished asthey did? The
warmth of his body came to mine as histongue tasted me deeply, atasting | could barely keep from
sharing. Mida demanded that | ride at once, yet this mae kept me from it; should she somehow gain the
agreement of Sigurr, indeed might Mehrayn be struck down! | moved in protest beneath his body and
lips, torn with the need for him, torn with the need to be away, unable to know more than a portion of the
frenzied thoughts racing about in my head. If for no other reason, | must depart to protect the mae, yet
his arms moved beneath me and held metight to his chest.

"I shdl not dlow you to squirm free of me, wench," he said with soft laughter, hisright fist tangling in my
hair. "Thereis punishment yet to come to you-as soon as | am done with giving thanksto Sigurr.”

Again did hislips cometo me, thistime with greater strength, and no longer was | ableto consider
protection.

The coming light of the new fey was not evident within the crowding dimness of the large cavern where
Nobain and many of hismales had been dain, yet was the presence of so many newly awakened folk
ample evidence of its nearness. Provender had already been prepared and offered to those who had
dedgrefor it, and Mehrayn's males sat about and fed dowly, attempting to chase the mists of deep from
their eyes. It came as no surprisethat it was the town femae and two Sigurri females who had been
chosen to prepare the provender; what surprise there was came from the manner in which they looked
upon me when | stood before them. Their haughty up-and-down gppraisa attempted to dismiss my
presence, it faltering only when | straightened to my full height and rested |eft hand upon sword hilt. Foul



was the humor of Jalav that fey, and fortunate were the femaes for seeing this so quickly. | had no desire
for the provender they had prepared, yet had | agreat need of it; had | found it necessary to demand that
provender, their haughtiness would have been keenly regretted.

With hastily given padat and dark baked grain and falar, | took myself to asolitary corner of the cavern
and s, giving no note to the cool ness of the stone. Soon enough would the heat of the forests bring the
dickness of swesat to my flesh, and quickly would the cool of the cavern be no more than faint memory. |
would depart as soon as | had filled the Mida-sent hollow within me, that hunger whichever camein the
wake of the crystd's hedling. Had | not had the hollow to contend with, | would surely have aready been
upon thetrall.

"It pleases me to see you hae and strong again, wench,”" came afamiliar voice. Chaldrin stood above me,
partidly shadowed, the steps of his gpproach so silent that they had not intruded upon my thoughts. |
sank my teeth into the flesh of the padat, tearing out agreat chunk upon which to chew, giving themde
no least Sign of recognition. | had no desire for the company of any male, and wished the fact to be made
plain to Chaldrin, yet was he male and unconcerned over remaining where he was unwanted. A deep
slence descended when | spoke no word, and then was Chaldrin crouching beside me.

"Do you mean to hold al men culpable for what was done to you by the Sword?' he asked, histone held
low so that it might reach my earsaone. "All men are no more responsible for the doings of one, than all
wenches are to be taken to task for the doings of one of theirs. Mehrayn wasfilled with great fury when
the Shadow appeared bearing your life sign, and deeply did he vow to see you punished for thoughtless
foolishness. Was he overly harsh with you?'

| tore again at the padat flesh with my teeth, near to agrowl at thought of Mehrayn's doings of the
darkness. My hunger for him had been no less than hisfor me, and fully did we mergefor an endless
time, feeling more than smple pleasure of the flesh. Truly did | wish to weep as acity dave-woman
would when he withdrew from me, for | knew | was bound to leave him behind once again and continue
on the path demanded of me by Mida. | took hisbroad facein my hands, pressng my lipsto hisafind
time, rose to Sitting to seek out my breech, and then he had-

"Should that male approach me again, | shdl have hislife" | snarled low, reaching for thefdar | had had
the city femaes pour for me. "Midatake meif | fal to do s0."

"And | have sworn to stand with you," said Chaldrin with adeep sigh, hanging hisforearms upon his
broad thighs. "A pity the Sword will not hold his stroke against me as he shal with you. Perhaps your
Midawill find a place for me asyou do not."

"Should he hold his stroke with me, hewill not retain life long enough to face another,” | informed
Chaldrin. averting my eyesas| replaced the faar after one swallow and returned to the padat. "Perhaps
in future, however, you would be wise to consider carefully before giving your oath to stand beside
another.”

"Y ou are undoubtedly correct,” said the mae with his degp-voiced chuckle. "I am, however, gill inthe
midst of thefirgt oath, which shal dso undoubtedly continue to hold my attention for sometime. Do you
mean to say you would strike at one who would not defend himsalf from you? That you would take his
life though yourswas not in jeopardy? | had not thought the coward's stroke to be among those you
would use"

Agan| growled low in my throat, thistime sending avenom-filled glare toward the male, yet his dark
eyesrefused to look away from mine. Though | enjoyed the thought of facing Mehrayn with blades,
indeed would | fed the coward striking at one who had vowed to raise no weapon against me. My



sword and dagger had | found immediately without the room | had passed the darknessin, yet had | not
returned to sink a blade deep in the degping body of he who was Sigurr's Sword. Though the male had
earned that and more, honor forbade that | do him so.

"And yet the coward's stroke is not beyond others," said |, tearing at the padat as my eyes held
Chadrin's. "The strength of amale is greater than that of awarrior, much asthough | were armed and he
was not, yet his stroke was not withheld. For what reason, then, should | withhold the stroke of my
blade?'

"For the reason that his stroke might have been avoided, had you taken the trouble to learn what | had
offered to teach you," replied the dark mae, histone unrelenting. "'Perhaps your effortswould still have
cometo naught, for the Sword is not unskilled in this manner of battle, yet would you have found yourself
ableto strike ablow or two which would not have gone unfelt. Would there not have been satisfaction in
knowing that even in defeat you had given nearly aswel asyou had received?’

The question the male posed hung between us, for | would have given much to have been ableto strike a
telling blow against Mehrayn. So large was that male, and so strongly made-wasiit truly possible Chadrin
spoke without deceit? | took my eyes from the mae of the Caverns and put aside the padat bones, then
took up the dark baked grain. Had it not been necessary that | depart immediately upon Midaswork . .

"Jdav." The softly spoken word wasin avoice other than that of Chaldrin, higher and considerably more
hesitant. | raised my eyesto seellvin to my right, astand as though she were awarrior-to-beand | a

K eeper's Attendant who had cause to be cross with her. Indeed was | the war leader of her war |eader,
and indeed had | cause to be cross with her.

"So, llvin, you felt the need to take a short ride through the forests, | see” said |, staring up at awarrior
who stood with head down and light eyes elsewhere. "Perhaps | have attained greater age than | had
thought; surely do | recdl having commanded you to remain with your ssters. This, however, cannot be,
for what warrior would disobey her war leader?”

"Jdlav, | meant no disobedience!™ she begged, light eyes now beseechingly upon me. "Those maes gave
no respect to the greatest warrior among us, and deeply did | fed that they would cause you harm! |
followed after so that | might be at hand should you require one to stand beside you, yet did | take care
to stand well away from Mida'swork! Had | known my capture would draw you from the return path to
those who wait, surely would | have first taken my own life and stood in dishonor before Mida."

"For one who meant no disobedience, there was disobedience aplenty,” said |, taking the baked grain
and thefalar and risng to my feet. llvin continued to ook upon me with great anxiety, knowing the duty
one owed to awar leader, knowing awar leader's word was ignored at awarrior's peril. The reason she
had disobeyed was insufficient, for she had chosen her own estimation of the Situation over mine-and then
had been proven in error. At such apoint one must ether challenge the war leader in order to join Mida
with weapon honorably in hand, ese must the erring warrior accept punishment sternly given. "When |
have returned to Bellinard,” said I, "'l shal expect to hear from your war |eader what punishment was
given you-and how well you accepted it."

"| shall accept it gladly, Jalav,” said she, happily eager, and then did the eyes which looked upward
toward me widen with sudden distress. "When have you returned?’ she echoed, truly hearing the words|
had spoken. ™Y ou cannot mean to remain longer among these males?”

"Y ou, warrior, have only to consider your own path!" | returned with some sharpness, my annoyance
growing greater a thetone llvin had used. Surdly did it seem that the Hittawarrior was again prepared



for disobedience, athing | would not again alow. "Where your war leader ridesis ameatter to be
considered only by her and Mida."

"And me," said Chadrin, who now stood behind my left shoulder. "Where you ride, wench, thereis
where| shall be, prepared to stand or fall with you. Not again shdl | be left behind.”

"A mde, to stland with the war leader?’ demanded Ilvinin outrage as| began to turn to Chadrin to
rebuke him. "Where stands Jdav, there stands Ilvin, for whom no mae has yet proven amatch!”

"Y ou have been commanded to return to your own, girl," grumbled Chadrin with calm as| turned again
toward Ilvin. "Best you obey and leave swordwork for those possessing skill."

"For amaeto spesk of skill islike unto a sednet speaking of flight,” returned Ilvin disdainfully. She stood
before Chaldrin with head high and left hand resting upon sword hilt, taking no note of the manner in
which hefolded hisarms across his chest, hiding sight of his leather-wrapped wrigts. " Should the war
leader require one to stand with her,” said Ilvin, "she will require more than the presence of amale.
Should she require none to stand with her, then would the presence of amde befitting.”

Chaldrin seemed greatly annoyed, but | did not want to remain and hear what hisreply to Ilvin would be.
| thought that two difficulties might easily be left to seeto one another, therefore did | step within the
cavern shadows as a prelude to departing without. the notice of al those who so fervently wished to ride
with me. Perhaps Midaknew how al those offering assistance might be easily avoided, yet | did not.

"Hostawar leader." The words, softly spoken, came from the shadows | had entered, and then wasthe
dark-haired Summawarrior before me, her light-haired Sster at her right shoulder. "1t pleased usto find it
Midaswill that we escape the capture of those males,” said the dark-haired Summa, her eyes continuing
to rest upon me. "1 am Wedin, and my sister is Dotil. We have no need to be told that you are Jdav, war
leader of the Hosta, for we know you. We had not known, however, that you had become war leader to
all of your clans, for never before has such ahappening occurred. Our clans were taken with great
surprise when it was discovered that al of our enemy sisters had left their lands, and we would know
where they have gone. It was you, aswar leader, who led them from their home tents, was it not?"

"Not precisdly,” said I, feding asigh take me. | had not known it was to begin so quickly, yet must there
aways, in every undertaking, be abeginning. "Our clans of the Midannawere led to the lands of maes
by Relis, our Keeper, who was directed by Midain adream. |, who was elsewhere, was sent by Mida
to join them, and then did | become war leader of dl of the clans. With dl of our warriorsfighting asa
single clan, we were able to take and hold a city of males.”

"Y ou took acity?' asked Datil, she of thelight hair, her voice and face filled with ddlight. "Ah, Midal
Would that | had been there! The battle must truly have been glorious!™

"l seeathing more glorious still," said Wedin, her dark eyes soberly upon me as| smiled a the words of
Datil. "It was Mida hersdf who commanded the attack against the maes? Midawho speaksto your
clans as she does not to ours? Are we, aso, to be sent as one clan against the males? Are we, aso, to be
spoken to?"

"Y our clans have aready been spoken to,” said I, attempting to soothe the anxiety of the Summa. "'l am
the chosen of the goddess and have been directed to go to your clans and summon them to the great
battle which approaches. All Midannawarriors areto fight as ssters, and I--1 am to lead you."

"Midapreserve usal,” muttered Wedin with asigh, both comments fitting companionsto Datil's ook of
pain. "I mean no offense, Hosta, yet do | anticipate the response of my clan and our Sster clansto the
tidingsthat we are to follow aHostaand cal her war leader. Though Dotil and | are aware of the willing



assistance given us by you, the others of our sisters were not bound beside us. They heard naught of the
manner in which you caled Hittaand Summarto battle, and will believe that you sought to aid the Hitta
alone-or that you thought us Hittaas well. Wisest would be to see one of our own asleader to us.”

"I have been given little choicein the matter,” said | with a shrug, continuing to meet her concern-filled
eyes. "It is| who has been named war leader of al Midanna, and so it must cometo be. | shdl visit each
clan and each war leader and, with Midasaid, win each of them over. Thefirst will surely be most
difficult, and yet | will thereefter havea. . ."

"Jdav, it cannot be!" said Datil, interrupting my wordsin sudden upset, her light eyeswide. "The vigting!
It was nearly the time for the visiting when we fell to capture! Should we depart for Midannalands upon
the moment, it will surdly beinthe midst of thevisting when we arrivel”

Wedin voiced agroan of memory suddenly recaled, and |, too, felt agreat urge to give sound to the pain
of understanding. Once each kaod do the various clans come together to a place of mesting, to greet
ssterslong unseen, to speak of the various battles each has fought in since the last meeting, to greet and
give congratul ations to new war leaders and newly blooded warriors, to look upon what males now
followed those who dlowed it. Each clan was bound to bring two newly learned thingsto share with its
sster dans, things such as battle Strategies, and hunting techniques, and insights in gando-bresking and
handling, and weapons usage. At much the same time of the kalod do our two groups mest, each upon
lands of their own clans, atruce of sortsexisting at that time. Neither seeks out the meeting place of the
other, and had my sister clans not ridden to take a city of maes, they too would have been in the midst of
vigting among their own. The two Summa continued to look upon mein upset, yet no dternate choice
was possibleto me.

"Thereisnaught for it savethat | facedl nineclansat once" said |, drawing and releasing along, deep
breath. "Surely do | give thanks that Mida's shield stands before me, and surely shall | give even greater
thanksif it continuesto remain so. It seemsclear | shdl have need of it."

| raised my cup of faar to my lipsand drank, finding that my mind aready grappled with the problem |
would face, and then another thought came to me. Much had | believed that my effortsin freeing llvin and
the two Summahad caused anger in Mida, yet now it seemed more than likely that it was meant thet | do
s0. Had | ridden on and Ieft them to their capture, | would have found no single clan in its home tents, the
locations of which | knew only avery few, nor would | have been able to easily discover the place of
vigting. Much precious time would have been lost in search, easily more than that which had passed since
| had |eft the city of the Sigurri. The lands of the Midannaare vast, and not easily searched through; with
the Summato guide me, however, the problem would no longer be of concern.

"Nine clans, you said," remarked Wedin, clearly awarrior dert to al which went on about her. "Y ou are
aware, then, of the disappearance of the Silla. Their actions were exceedingly strange for sometime, and
then were they one fey gone from their home tents, no word left even with the K egper's Attendants who
cared for their warriors-to-be. Have you knowledge of their fate?'

"Indeed | do," said |, looking about me &t the greater stirrings among the Sigurri males. Soon would they
be prepared to do whatever it was that they meant to do, therefore would it be best if the Summaand |
departed. | gestured toward the cavern opening, directly across the cavern floor rather than through the
shadows, and said, "Aswejourney, | shal be pleasad to inform you of the happenings which now
concern your clansaswell as ours. Best would be that we depart as quickly as possible.”

"Indeed,” agreed Wedin, looking about as | had, Dotil also aware of the ftirring. "I find discomfort in the
midst of so many maes, despite their having offered us no indignity and no harm. Had our weapons not
been returned to us, surely would we have awaited you in the forests to extend our thanks. | didike the



way these maeslook upon me."

"And yet have they some of them proven worthy of awarrior's attention,” said Datil, showing agrin of
amused satisfaction. "Thethree | gpproached were not unwilling to allow meto taste them, and far
superior were they to those who took usin capture. One of the three wastruly excellent, and | regret
being unable to offer him the opportunity of following me."

"I, too, have tasted a smdl number of them," said Wedin with ashrug, "yet isit their sword skill which |
find most amazing. With practice would many of them reach nearly to the level of awarrior, and never
have | before seen such athing. What manner of males are these?!

"They arecdled Sigurri,” said |, draining the cup of faar before tossing it from me. "Their swordswill
stand beside oursin the coming battle, for itisMidaswill that it be so. This, too, shal you betold of
upon thejourney.”

| turned from their nods and began to make my way acrossthe cavern, my stride quick and my heart
eager to be free within the forests once again. Thereislittle to compare with the glorious freedom of
Midasforests, and | continued to find myself unable to comprehend the attraction found by maesin
sheltersof al sorts. When they were without dwellings they sought caves, forever locking themselves
away from-

My thoughts ceased abruptly as my foot came down upon that which was not stone, my stride sending
me forward another full pace before surprise and curiosity hated me. The Summa, following behind,
halted aswell, questioning clear in their eyesas| turned and bent to that which lay upon the stone floor of
the cavern. My fingersfound asmall leather pouch, the strings of which had been cleanly severed, and
within-within was agood supply of smdl, coarse brown grainswell mixed with some bits of yellow
grains. | sood unmoving as| gazed within the sack, not comprehending, but growing excited
nevertheess.

"A sack without apipe,” said Wedin, some smal interest in her tone. "Of what use is a sack without a
pipe?’

"None," said |, findly bestirring myself to draw the sack closed again and knot the severed stringsto atie
of my breech. "This sack, however, was that which was cut from the belt of the male Gengan when
Nobain dew him. By the mal€'s own words was he a Pathfinder, one whose spirit is released to walk
freein the White Land when enveloped in the Clouds of Seeing. These grainswill dlow my spirit the
same freedom-with none to halt me. Has either of you a pipe?’

"Not I," said Wedin, Dotil agreeing with ashrug and a shake of her head. "What isthis White Land you
speak of, and what might be the Clouds of Seeing?”

"Our journey may prove of insufficient length to alow thetelling of dl | have learned in the service of
Mida," said I, considerably annoyed yet unable to alter matters. Clearly had | been set upon thetrail of
the maesfor apurpose other than smply freeing and following the Summa, for now the White Land was
minewith Lidt unable to keep mefrom it as he had upon thefirst occasion. The brother of Ceralt was
aso aPathfinder, the chief tracker of the White Lands for those of hisvillage, amae who had feared my
presence in a place where heretofore only he had gone. | recalled that the male Gengan had spoken of
seeing Nobain's death upon the Snows, yet had the mae clearly been less skilled at reading the tracks of
the White Land than Lidt. Red-haired Gengan had failed to see that his own desth would occur firdt,
Nobain's coming only later at the hands of Mehrayn, who was aso red-haired. It was perhaps possible
that their sgnswere nearly the same upon the Snows. | would need to spend much timein the White
Lands before | might clam familiarity with the place, yet at the end of that time would my skill far exceed



that of Lidt. There waslittleamale might do that awarrior could not easily match and better, and as
soon as | found the opportunity to make a pipe, | would begin my conquest of the White Land.

Again | turned toward the egress from the cavern which would lead to Midas sweet air, yet isthere ever
abaance struck between good fortune and ill. | had paused to speak with the Summaand to find the
sack which would give me the White Lands, and the delays had been enough to dlow the awakening and
presence of the greatest thorn of my flesh. From my right came alarge arm which reached past meto my
left shoulder, and then did | find mysdlf turned to face Mehrayn.

"I have not yet given you greeting for the new light, wench,” said he, gazing down into my eyesashe
drew me close. "Thetagte of that which will break my fast isfar inferior to the taste of your lips. First |
shal havethe superior, and theinferior.”

Hislipslowered to mine, hungrily demanding as ever they were, yet wasl filled full with the memory of
the darkness. The nearness of the mae was as naught to me, my body completely uncaring; in no more
than amoment was the male aware of my lack of response, and then did his head raise once again.

"When my hands are upon you, my wits are ever esewhere," he muttered, annoyance clear in the green
of hiseyes. "Your life sgn must first be removed before the softness and warmth again return to you, and
this has not been done. Let us seeto it quickly, and then we may-"

Hiswords ended as his eyes sought my lifesgnin vain, hishand lifting to whereit normally hung, halting
aswel. No more than my breasts did his seeking gaze find, and when his eyes returned to minethey at
last perceived the coldness therein. | had no wordsfor the mae for my fury remained too high; | had no
wish to speak except in challenge, and such speech was usdless. The male would meet meif | pressed
the matter, yet would he refuse to strike, just as Chaldrin had said. Honor forbade that | draw weapon
againg him for the matter between uswas not a blood debt, yet was| periloudy closeto thewish that it
was. All thiswasthe male ableto seein my eyes, and adeep sigh took him.

"I would know, O Sigurr, why al females must be cut from the same cloth,” said he, raising hiseyesto
the unseen roof of the cavern far above as he folded hisarms across his chest. "Ever do they insist upon
doing asthey wish, yet when those doings earn them a punishment it is the man who punishes them whom
they blame, rather than the doings they, themselves, have insgsted upon. Asaman isableto forgive ther
foolishness, so should they find it within themselvesto forgive that man the doing of the necessary.”

The foolishness of the male wasincredible, therefore did | turn and walk from him, again attempting to
depart. | had no understanding of the nonsense he spoke, nor did | fedl awish to understand. | wished
for no morethan agreat ded of distance between us, yet was my wish fated to be ignored.

"The while you ready kand for yoursdlf and those other wenches," Mehrayn caled after me, "I shdll
gather up that which will bresk my fast upon thetrail. | have no wish to cause further delay in our
departure.”

"Our departure?' echoed Datil from behind me, she seeing naught of the urge within me to bare my teeth.
"Doesthe maefollow you, Jdav? Surely you cannot mean to alow himto follow you to the visiting
place?'

"The mal e seems one who obeys naught save his own desires,” remarked Wedin, who now strode along
besde me, to my right. "Should he refuse to take himself from the midst of Midanna doings, you will, of
course, speak to him with swords. "

"I cannat,” | replied, vexation strong within me, too well aware of Wedin's dark eyes upon me. "The male
has alded me too often, returned my life and freedom too often, for me now to take hislife. Also hashe



sworn that he will never raise wegpon to me, for once | kept him from the claws and teeth of the keren. It
must be through Mida's efforts that he rides el sewhere than upon my track, and surely will she seeit so.
She knows even better than we that | cannot lead afree maleto the visiting place.”

"Am |, dso, to be seen to?' came Chadrin'svoice from my left, just as| reached the egressto the outer
cavern. The male stood within the shadows there, one wide shoulder against the gray of the stone,
massive amsfolded negligently across his chest. Though a glance about showed Ilvinin the midst of
hurrying across the cavern with the clear intention of joining my set, Chadrin was areedy in place where
my departure was impossible without his notice. | had thought the male too deep in his dispute with [lvin
to bedevil mefurther, yet had | once again been mistaken.

"Ancther?' said Daotil with vast dishdlief, sepping forward to study acamly amused Chadrin. " Should
this continue, war leader, our clanswill believe themsdves under attack by maesat your arrival. Also will
your numbers be greater than theirs."”

"l find little amusement in this state of affairs, warrior,” said I, the growl in my tone bringing a chuckle not
only to Chadrin but to Dotil and Wedin aswell. "Thewhy of my having been burdened by Midawith
males without number is beyond me, yet do they surely moveto her bidding. Come the time she plans
for, the males will servetheir purpose and then shall they be gone from beneath our feet. Should the effort
not be beyond all those who so ardently wish to ride with me, let us now find mountsand &t last be on
our way."

My annoyance was greet as| took mysdf from the cavern room toward the entrance to the caves, so
great that nearly did | forget that the kand were kept in a cavern to the opposite side of the entrance. |
allowed the strong odor of kand to turn my stepsin the proper direction, and then entered the long, close
corridor which was the cavern of the mounts. Many kand weretied to either sSide of the torchlit stone
area, each with fodder aplenty to keep it satisfied, and there, near to the front of the area, was the yellow
and brown kan which | had ridden and |eft in the forests. It gave me pleasure to see the beast, and as
Wedin and Datil began the search for mounts of their own, | went to my kan and began to run my hands
over him.

"The animd remains sound,” said Chadrin from very near, clearly having followed after once again. "I,
mysdlf, fetched him from where you had Ieft him, for | knew you would need him again. Histrack was
eadly followed through the forests, most especidly with the signposts so thoughtfully |eft for us.™

"Signposts?”' | asked, continuing to give the kan my attention. "Of what do you speak?!

"The carcasses of those who were once followers of the Oneness,” said Chadrin, achuckle again
accompanying hiswords. ™Y our bow waswell occupied during your feyd of travel, aswas your dagger
upon your arrival here. We observed the entrance of a man alone as we considered the best means of
approach to this place, and saw that no sentry attempted to halt him. As he entered so did we, yet did he
overlook the remains of the one meant to guard againgt us, as we did not. Should he have neglected to
giveyou thanksfor your effort, low meto repair the omission.”

"Thanksfor an effort which was undoubtedly merely adequate?’ | asked, at last turning to look upon the
male. "Had | had true Kkill, they would dl of them have fallen to me, isthisnot s0?'

"There arelimitsto the doings of even one with true kill," returned the male, amused rather than abashed
at mention of thelitany he had so often infuriated me with in the Caverns of the Doomed. "Had | been
beside you when you came to this place, considerably more of the dross would have fallen to us, yet
alone-your efforts were adequate.”

| voiced asound of disgust with the male, which brought further chuckling upon him, yet before | might



take the matter further | detected the trace of afamiliar odor. | sniffed, then sniffed again, then turned my
head toward Chadrin.

"What isthat odor?' | asked, for some reason knowing the mae would be familiar with it. "Much does it
seem misplaced here-yet at the sametime clearly fitting."

"I am aware of no odor save that of kand," replied Chaldrin, testing theair as| had. "From what direction
doesit come?"

"From there," said |, nodding toward the far end of the cavern. With that did | begin to walk in that
direction, and Chaldrin came behind me, continuing to test the air for that which | had spoken of. We had
nearly passed the last of the kand when the male put ahand to my arm, halting our steps.

"Y our senses are keen indeed, wench," said he, looking toward the darkness at the far end of the cavern.
"The odor you detected isone | amwell familiar with, for the precinctsin which | spent solong atimeare
well imbued with traces of it. It isavapor caled Sigurr's Breath, and many of the unused caverns below
and about the Caverns of the Doomed are filled with it. In dight traces such as here and in the Caverns, it
appearsto be harmless. In placeswhereit holdsfull sway its presenceis deadly, the power of it ableto
fell aman full grown at first breath, and theresfter take the life from him. | had not known it wasto be
found in any place other than beneath our city-and perhapsit isnot.”

"What foolishness do you speak?’ | asked, at last having recaled the odd odor from the time of my
arrival at the Caverns of the Doomed. "How might this Sigurr's Breath be only beneath your city, and a
the same time be here?'

"The Cavernsrun avery great distance below the ground,” said Chadrin, hiseyesbuslly taking in dl they
might. "How far adistance nonetruly know, for many have been logt in an attempt to learn the truth.
Those who have lived to return and speak of their attempts have told of vast caverns, each beyond
another, thetraversal of which took feyd in the doing. The greatest difficulty wasin retracing their paths,
for the twistings and turnings were so like one unto the other that those carel ess enough to make no sgn
marks of their passage quickly becamelog. It seemslikely that Sigurr's city now standsin greeter safety
than before, due entirely to your having noted afamiliar odor.”

"Never have | failed to note that malestake great delight in spesking so that awarrior isunableto
comprehend them," said |, standing myself before the male so that he might see my annoyance. "How
might Sigurr's city find safety from my having detected an odor?'

Chadrin's broad face took on asmile of amusement. "Asthefollowers of the Oneness chose these
cavernsin which to shelter and hide their presence,” said he, "it appears they meant to attack the city
from below once they had gathered sufficient numbers. Likely the force which was met by the legions of
the Sword was the one meant to accomplish the attack, yet thereislittle sense in considering the matter
over and done with. Those of the city will need to block and guard their own entrancesto the lower
caverns, and then will the threat of attack from that direction be negated. Had you not noticed the odor,
those in the city would continue to stand in jeopardy, therefore do they now stand instead in your debt.
Why have you wound the leather of your life sgn about the hilt of your dagger rather than hanging it
about your neck?'

The abruptness of his question and his sobriety took me unawares, bringing to me at first afedling of
outrage. Never indl my kalod asawarrior and war leader had males made so bold asto enmesh
themsalvesin my doings, yet from thetime | had begun traveling in their lands, they had donelittleese. |
had long since grown weary of theintruson, no matter the curiosity which prompted it, and there was
little reason to allow it to continue.



"Speak to mefirst of the reasons for which you were condemned to the Caverns of the Doomed,” |
retorted, taking his gaze and holding it with mine. Much did | expect the maeto withdraw ininsult a the
boorishness of the demand, yet he did no more than smilefaintly.

"| took thelife of aman with my bare hands," said he, folding his arms as he continued to gaze upon me.
"The man gave me great insult, so great that | was unable to control my rage, yet the then Shadow
congdered the insult insufficient cause for so permanent areply. He may perhaps have been correct, yet |
have never regretted the doing. Should you be unwilling to answer aquestion | put to you, girl, you need
only indicate your unwillingness. Should it become my intention to intrude, | will first make mention of it."

The coal of the cavern continued to bring comfort to my body, yet the heat of shame entered my cheeks
so that | found | must look away from the male who continued to gaze upon me with undisturbed cam.
Once had Chaldrin refused to speak of the reason for the condemnation of one of his males, the question
having then been put by Aysayn during our timein the Caverns. For him to now speak of hisown
condemnation was asharing | had not expected nor, in my opinion, onethat | merited. After sharing
battle with him | had spoken of my willingnessto call Chadrin sster-brother, as he was male-yet my
actions toward him had been colored with the awareness of his maleness and no other thing. Themale
had done naught to be dighted in such amanner, and would have been well within hisrightsto offer me
challengefor the doing. A greasy, knotted lock of hair fel acrass my shoulder into my view, and | shook
it back with impatience.

"Many are the maleswho have offered JAav shame and insult,” said I, the words coming with difficulty.
"Chddrin, too, offered Jdav the same, yet was hefilled with sufficient honor to dso dlow her the
challenge, which the others had not. | have wrapped my life sign about the hilt of my dagger for areason
| do not yet fully understand, for | fed agreat reluctance to don that which is, in fact, the guardian of my
soul. Perhaps the matter will be resolved with the passage of time, yet now | must leaveit asit currently
gands. Should you wish to give me the chalenge, | will not refuse you.”

| then attempted to pass him and return to where my kan stood tied, yet hisarm came up before me and
halted my steps. With great gentleness did his hand turn me toward him again, and | looked up to seethe
continued sobriety of hisgaze.

"Shame and insult and no mention of pain,” said he, looking hurt. "1s pain, then, athing you have cometo
expect from al men asamatter of course? | give Sigurr my most profound thanksthat | am now ableto
stand by your side, girl, to see that no further pain comesto you. The punishment | gave you was a the
timejudtified, yet do | now regret it as| regret little elsein my life. In reparation to you and thegods do |
now offer alifetime of service, no matter thelength of that lifetime. Should | aso find the need to give my
life, 1 will dosogladly.”

"Chadrin may wdll find himsdlf eternaly occupied,” sad I, amiling faintly. A warrior may indeed expect
only pain fromamae. Have you no intention, then, of offering me the chalenge?’

"I mogt certainly have no intention of offering you the challenge," said he, suddenly amused. "I would not
havethelifetime | spoke of abruptly shortened, for Treglinisno longer about to reclaim my errors.
Perhaps | will onefey try you again with aweapon other than the sword, yet onewhich is shielded.
Solely to be sure, of course, lest you prove yoursel f-adequate.”

Gentle laughter came to me then, laughter which the male shared, and then did we both turn about and
retrace our steps through the dimness to where Wedin and Datil attempted to choose mounts. Little
knowledge of kand did the Summa have, yet was Chaldrin able to indicate those mounts which had

bel onged to the followers of the Oneness, and | able to speak upon the most important points. The male
left usto the choosing, yet had he returned in the few reckid necessary for the Summato prepare



themselves. His mount stood near to mine, therefore did we walk together behind the Summain our
departure from the cavern; the Summa passed through toward the outer air, eager to try for themselves
the kand they had chosen, and one who had nearly been forgotten by me stepped out before me,
determined persistence visble evenin her upset.

"War leader, you must dlow meto accompany you,” said Ilvin, her light eyesingstent despite her misery.
"I know not where you thistimeride, yet must you alow meto stay beside you!"

"Y our request seems oddly familiar, llvin," | said, hiding my annoyance. "Upon the instance previous was
my word disobeyed, yet thistime | will not haveit so. Y ou rideto your clan and war leader and a
punishment well earned, you do not ride with me."

"And yet you dlow maes and Summato accompany you!" protested the pale-haired warrior, agreat
indignation upon her. She stood before me with fists clenched tight, body squarely in my path, and much
did I believe that she meant to remain so, even were | to lead my kan over her. "Have those who follow
you loyaly now been relegated to a place beneath maes and Summa? Is aHittawarrior too poor in your
eyesto merit aplace at your Sde? It isundeniable that | have disobeyed you, and equaly undeniable that
punishment has been earned; that punishment, however, need not be given by any save you."

"Y ou would have me give you punishment?' | asked, with even greater annoyance. It was scarcely my
place to punish the warrior of another war leader, save that that warrior chose to stand with naked blade
before me-or requested that | see to the matter. | might not honorably deny her request, for the doing
was more favorably looked upon by Midawere she to expliate her disobedience directly with shewho
was disobeyed. | had not the time to devise an adequate punishment, nor had | clan sisters who might be
caled upon to ad inthething, yet Ilvin cared not. She knew only that | might not honorably deny her
request, and therefore would it be necessary that she accompany me; she now stood before me with a
glint of satisfaction in thelight of her eyes, no longer taken by upset, no longer indignant. That she showed
no trace of smug accomplishment meant only that she retained a certain respect for the temper of awar
leader, not that she fdlt naught of thefeding. | met the newly come complaisancy in her eyeswith an
anger which did naught to diminish it, then ssumbled upon a thought possibly Mida-sent, which cooled my
anger. So | wasto give thiswarrior apunishment, was 1? So | was to search for athing to teach her
reluctance for disobedience, such asliving ahand of feyd in the forests alone, with naught save adagger?
| had not the time for a punishment such asthat, yet might there be athing considerably worse, for which
therewasampletime.

"0, Ilvin, you would have me give you apunishment,” | said with thoughtfulness, reaching over to stroke
the soft brown nose of my kan. "It has given you great upset that | have been sent by Midaamong males
aone, yet have you neglected to think upon the reason for this. Mida had no wish to put the burden of
such athing upon more Midannathan necessary, therefore was Jalav bidden to ride aone. Should you
remain with me and accept punishment from my hand, that punishment will beto learn agood deal more
concerning males than your recent capture has taught you."

"War leader, | do not take your meaning,” said she, the satisfaction no longer in her eyes. A dedl of
unease and wariness had quickly replaced it, and her left hand had closed about the hilt of her sword.

"My meaning isthis, warrior," sad |, aglance showing me Chaldrin's close, anused attention to the
conversation. " Should it be your wish to take mount and return to your sisters, we shal speak no more of
your accompanying me, nor shal | dlow memory of this exchange to remain with me. Should it be your
decisgon to remain, however, your punishment will be to serve this male beside me, obeying hisevery
command, till my word releases you from the confinement. | shal not intercede in histrestment of you,
nor shdl | alow the Summato do so. Y ou will be histo do with as he wishes, and in such amanner will
learn some small part of that which Midawished to spare you. The decision isyours, and may be thought



upon no longer than the time you require to join us upon the journey we now begin.”

| then led my kan past aslently stunned Hittawarrior, expecting no further words from her and receiving
none. Beyond the entrance to the caves was the sweetly rising light of Mida, glorioudy fresh initsrebirth,
agolden backdrop to the songs of greeting trilled through the air by the feathered children of thewild.
My spirit soared in response to the promise of freedom opened before me, and | vaulted happily to the
back of my kan and rodein the track of Wedin and Daotil, who had aready gone ahead over the gray of
the rock underfoot. In no more than a moment was Chaldrin beside me again, his eyes upon the greens
and browns before us, colors which grew warmer with each breath we took and each stride which
brought us closer toit.

"Y ou believe, then, that to be my woman would be aterrible punishment,” came abruptly from the mae.
No tone at dl had the voice of Chaldrin had, and | turned my head toward him in lack of understanding.

"To be adave-woman to any maeisgreat punishment for any Midanna," | said, searching that part of his
facewhich | was able to see, seeking some sign of the unexplained hurt which | felt rather than saw or
heard. "I have need of the aid of a-brother, and as Chadrin did not deny the bond, | had thought | might
cal upon him to assst me. Should it not be hiswish to give such assstance, | will seek another to seeto
llvin. Again it was not my intention to giveinsult.”

A moment passed in silence and then Chaldrin's eyes were again upon me. "I am unused to your way's,
wench, and therefore have difficulty in understanding what moves you,” said he groping about for the
phrases he wished. "It was my ass stance you sought when you told the girl she must serve me? Another
man would do aswell for your purposes, and yet you chose me?”

"Indeed,” said |, refraining from pointing out that | had just said the same. " Though the matter hardly cdls
for sword use, | had not thought you would object.”

"l do not object,” said he, amused and puzzled a once. "Asfor the matter requiring no sword use, such
remains to be seen. Perhaps you forget that the wench and | exchanged severa words. | would ask
further, however, concerning another point made by you. Y ou wenchesare dl of you caled Midanna,
and none of the Midannawish to be-women-to men? Y ou, yourself, fed the same?"

"Mogt certainly,” said | with ashrug. "Each Midannaknows well the fact that males are unableto seeto
themselves, therefore do they take femaesto seeto their needs. Midanna are warriors, not city
dave-women, therefore do we shun the company of maes. Had | had any doubt upon the point, it would
have been well seen to during my time with Cerdt and his Belsayah. Much did he strive to make Jdav a
dave-woman, yet were his effortsin vain, asthey were destined to be. Jalav is Midas, and none may
deny thewill of the goddess."

"| recall our discussion upon the matter of the notice of the gods,” said he, thoughtfully. "For aman to
defy the godsisfutile, yet must one admire such aman for hisattempt." Silence descended briefly aswe
|eft the bare, stoned areafor the beginnings of the forests, and then a chuckle came from Chadrin. "You
believe the wench llvin will accept your punishment,” said he, returning to our earlier converse. "Should
shetruly do so foolish athing, what am | to do with her? 'Y ou cannot mean that she be given hurt or pain,
yet do you intend punishment for her. Of what isthe punishment to consst?"

"It must consist of aknowledge of that which obedience would have spared her," said |, keeping watch
al about for the presence of hunting children of thewild. "I do indeed believe Ilvin will accept the
punishment, for she continues to believe herself chosen to accompany me. It may well be that Mida sent
her behind me so that | might more easily find the presence of the Summa, yet wasit the track of another
which | followed to where they were held. llvin must be made to know her error, therefore must you be



unyielding with her, seeing that she serves you as though she were afemale davein your former domain.
Should she disobey or displease you, you may punish her without giving her true harm and may, of
course, use her asyou please."

"l am aso to use her?' said Chadrin surprised and amused. "It will be difficult to force myself tosuch a
thing, yet will | attempt to make the effort. During the words we exchanged, the wench made comment

upon the sole activity aman might be usefully put to, and then suggested that | might well be inadequate
even for that purpose.”

"Shewill discover her error,” said | with asharing of amusement, looking to Chaldrin briefly before
returning my gaze to where we rode. "For awarrior's deeping lesther, the mae Chadrin may be
deemed-adequate.”

"It ssems afortunate thing that my sword word was given in support of you, wench," said he, adryness
to histone as his gaze left me at last. "Had it not been, | might well have been tempted to defy the gods
by taking alength of |eather to their chosen.”

"Chaldrin had best save hislength of leather till Jdav bears shidlded wegpons,” said I, truly amused by his
faint annoyance. "He will then have no need to call upon the aid of the gods.”

A gentle hed in the side of my kan sent it forward, leaving no more than thetrail of soft laughter to
accompany Chadrin where he rode. Though the male did not merit true insult, it gave me pleasureto
serve him some portion of the annoyance he had caused me during my time in the Caverns of the
Doomed. Also would hisannoyance bring asharper lesson to [Ivin, who now foolishly thought herself
untouchable by maes by cause of the presence of her wegpons. Too many were the malesin those lands,
and llvin no more than awarrior; were she to attempt true battle againgt them, she would not live to grow
to the kill of awar leader.

No more than afew reckid passed before | sighted the Summa, and less than another hand brought
Chaldrin to our set. We four rode through the forestsin silence for atime, and then did Wedin ask after
Midaand the Sllaand my time among the maes. The tdetruly began with the theft of Midas Crystd and
therefore did | begin it there, speaking also of the Sillaand the manner in which they had attempted to
tradetheir Crystd for maesto serve them. The Summafdl to fury upon hearing of such sacrilege, yet
was the action not unexpected by those who knew the Silla. | continued on, through my timein Bellinard
and Ranigtard, through the pain of the device which spoke to the strangers, through the capture of the
Hogstaand Silla, arriving at last at the words which had come to us from the deep blackness of the
device. The strangers had presented themselves as distant kin to use, yet were they known to Midaas
evil ones, beings who would take and endave our entire world. Enemies were they to Mida, and to
Sgurr aswell, therefore would the Midannaand Sigurri stand together in battle againgt them.

"Thisword was given mewhen | visted Midain her realm upon thisworld,” said | to Summawarriors
who seemed much taken aback by my narrative. "1 was given into the capture of Belsayah Riders, maes
who are led by Cerdt and his brother Lidt, and it was these males who were used by Midato bring me
to her presence. Telion, amale of Ranistard, aso accompaniesthem, for those of Ranistard have not yet
declared themselves willing to stand againgt the coming strangers as Cerdt and his maes have. There will
be little need for these others with our warriors and the Sigurri present, yet are they likely to attempt
joining our ranks. Midawilling, that will not betill victory has aready been granted us™"

"Y our time among men has been truly difficult,” said Chadrin, for the first time bringing me memory of his
presence. "Stolen from by those of Ranistard, endaved in Bdlinard, taken to Ranistard in capture-and
captured again by those you cal Belsayah. And yet no one of them was able to make permanent his hold

upon you."



"No more than the Sigurri of the Caverns,” said I, looking upon the male with something of asmile.
"Those maes are foolswho bdieve they might hold Jdav of the Midanna."

"Perhgps,”" alowed Chadrin with the suggestion of ashrug through the thickness of his shoulders, quiet
amusement in the dark of hiseyes. "Thetime was, perhaps, brief, yet would | have felt agreater fool had
| not held Jalav at adl. Evenin so short atime did she prove-"

The word, left ungpoken, hung between usin amanner which removed the smile | had shown and
brought Chadrin to chuckling. Much did it seem the male would remain insolent forever, just as he had
been even in defeat. | took my eyesfrom him and returned to converse with the Summa, and banished
from my mind memory of the use he had put meto.

The hind passed quickly in travel and talk, and soon were my insides rumbling with warning that Mida's
light was near to gpproaching its highest. Neither 1lvin nor Mehrayn had yet appeared, giving me to hope
that Mida had in some manner intervened and sent the mal e riding € sewhere than upon my track. Ilvin,
however, was another matter, for athough she had not yet joined our set, both the Summaand | were
aware of her proximity. The Hittawarrior gppeared to be in the midst of difficulty regarding her decision,
and it had been necessary for me to explain her actions to the Summa, who believed it wasther presence
which kept Ilvin from joining us. Datil laughed in amusement at the punishment | had proclaimed for the
Hitta, then took herself off to seek out that which might be fed upon by our set. Wedin, however, was
more disturbed than amused.

"I mean noinsult, Jdav," said she, "yet do | fed the punishment you proclaimed excessive. It iseaslly
seen that | have more kalod than you, and though | am not awar leader, neither am | an innocent. To be
bound so to amae will bring the Hitta great hurt, even more than our recent capture.”

"It will bring her considerably less hurt than would have comein true capture,” said |, as Wedin glared at
me. | rode with eyes straight ahead, observing the path my kan trod through the forests, my inner eye
occupied with sght of things other than trees and leaves and bushes. "In Bellinard was | hung by the
wrists and lashed by maes, then locked away behind lines of metal the while other males attempted to
trade for my possession. In Ranistard | was lashed again, then given to amale caled Nolthis, who took
use from me which brought pleasure to him done. Also was| beaten with the swordbelt of this Nalthis,
S0 that the leavings of the lash did not hedl. Once away from Ranistard it was Cerat and his Belsayah
who stood my capture, males who attempted to ‘take me from my savage existence and bring meto
civilized ways.' To ride the forests in freedom was savage, to serve amae upon my knees civilized; to
hunt and see to my own needs was savage, to do no other thing than take the dust and clutter from a
mal€'s dwedlling civilized, to wear asword and proudly wield it savage, to give eager useto al males sent
to me civilized. No thing other than the will of Cerdt was| alowed, no thing other than that done by
village females, much the same as city dave-women. Would you have had 1lvin share a capture such as
that, Wedin? The shame and pain were so grest that | sought to end my life, and was kept from it solely
by theintervention of Mida. | had not yet been named war leader to al of our clans at that time, yet
would | have you assumethat | had been, and that IIvin had taken it upon hersdlf to follow me. What then
would have been her lot? It required the direct intercession of Midato free me, for | could not free
mysdlf; what would have been the fate of [lvin, who had not been chosen to ride for Midaand Sigurr?
Do you continue to believe the punishment | decreed too harsh, despite the fact that this mae besde me
will not alow true harm to cometo the foolish warrior?!

"No," said Wedinin awhisper, and | turned my head to see the reflection of deep hurt in her eyes. "'l had
not thought upon what service to Midamight mean for you, Jaav, and now do | clearly see the reason no
other isto bewar leader to dl clans of Midanna. There are likely to be few indeed who are able to show
the strength demanded by the goddess, few indeed who have been tested so harshly and thoroughly. The



glory of such aplaceisendless, yet do | give eterna thanksto Midathat another place has been given
me. My strength had ever been my pride, yet do | now gladly put such pride behind me. May | ask what
assurance you have that that male will give no harm to the Hitta? All know the perfidy of maes, and how
greatly lacking they arein a sense of honor."

"None better than |," was my reply, filled with somefaint return of amusement a the manner in which
Chadrin winced at Wedin's atement. The mae had been silent and expressionless during my wordsto
Wedin, yet had | seen the manner in which hisfist had tightened, and hisjaw had clenched, asthough he
would have bared histeeth. "My knowledge of this mae comesfrom thefact that | have beenin his
captureaswdll,” said |, even more amused at the instant indignation shown by Wedin. "Though my time
with him wasfar from pleasant, it was clear even during my capture that there was no cruelty in him. Also
has he aknowledge of the needs of aMidanna. Hewill give llvin humiliation without blood-shame,
punishment without soul-harm, dl by doing only as he normally would."

"Sigurr" muttered Chadrin, looking upon me with brows drawn low. "I know not whether the wench
givesme praise or insult! Should | continue to spend time among these wenches, | will soon cometo
heartily regret my manhood.”

"Should it be your intention to continue to follow the war leeder, mae," said Wedin, reuctant amusement
upon her at Chadrin'swords, "you had best be certain that your manhood is not forgotten. Should it be,
shewill no longer find areason for your presence.”

"A reason for my presence,” echoed Chaldrin, his brows remaining low though thistimein lack of
understanding, his eyes upon Wedin. "Should | forget my manhood, shewill no longer-" Hiswords ended
abruptly as his skin darkened somewhat, and then was he entirely indignant. After amoment he blew out
abreath of vexation before moving his gazeto me. "I had not known | wasto serve your plessure,
wench," he growled. "Shall | cometo you when darkness hasfallen, or am | to await your summons?’

"Chadrin would do well to recall that Jdav did not take him in capture,” said |, continuing to fed
amusement. "It was his decision aloneto follow Jdlav, dl thewhile knowing that Jalav was awar |leader.
Tofill the deeping leather of awar leader isagreat honor for amae, yet should Chadrin fed unequa to
thetask, | would not distress him by pressing the matter. That he has ever felt little desirefor Jalav is
known to her, yet does one discount such things with one who has been caled brother.”

"It amuses you to put the feather to me," said the male, yet his annoyance was no longer evident. In truth
agleam of amusement had entered his eyes, and then he chuckled. "'l fed greatly relieved that you are
aware of how little desire | have ever felt for you, yet must | confessto avast confusion over the duties|
am to assumein your service. Never would | refuse the honor of aplacein your deeping leather, yet
what of the wench Ilvin? Should she appear and accept the punishment you have demanded, am | to
bring her to your deeping lesther aswell? And what of Sigurr's Sword, who will undoubtedly join us
before the fey has ended? He, too, will expect aplace in your deeping leather. A war leader of Midanna
wenches must surely have the widest degping lesther known to our world-upon which no deeping is
accomplished.”

"Insolent yet amusing,” alowed Wedin with achuckle of her own as| looked upon Chaldrin with
annoyance. "Once he has been taught the proper manner with warriors and war leaders, hewill surely be
in great demand among those who follow you, Jaav. Should his ability to please prove amatch to his
size, you will undoubtedly find it necessary to command rest for him."

"I will not see him used beyond hislimitsto endure, Wedin, of that you may be sure,” said I, grimly
pleased with the ingtant annoyance which took Chadrin. The male didiked the manner in which warriors
discussed him, yet had it been his choice doneto follow me. "For this journey the question will scarcely



arise, for the maleisfree and may deep in any warrior's leather he chooses--or none a al. Asfor the
male Mehrayn"-and with these words | looked straight upon Chaldrin-"he may deep in any leather save
mine. Should he make the attempt, my dagger will taste of his blood despite any question of honor. Are
my words clear to you?"

"Indeed,”" said Chadrin, the vexation having returned to fill his eyes. Y ou wel come meto a place you
deny to the Sword, perhaps believing Mehrayn a generous man. In most thingsis he generousindeed, yet
not with you; to learn what was done to you by Aysayn and mysalf would perhaps do no more than bring
anitchto hispam for the hilt of the Great Sword of Sigurr, the blade he done may wield. To see mewith
my arms about you and my manhood deep within you would put the hilt of any sword in hisfist, and
thereafter the blade in my belly. Should you persst in thisfoolishness| may well take alength of lesther
to you despite the displeasure of the gods; | cannot stand beside you if my lifeis usdessy thrown away."

"Y ou would have me believe you fear the sword of Mehrayn?' | demanded angrily. "That male may say
naught to the one | chooseto take for pleasure, dse shdl hefind himsalf facing my sword! Asl fail to
fear him, for what reason would you not fed the same? Are we not nearly of acomparable skill?!

"Indeed are we nearly of acomparable skill," said Chaldrin, and again adryness had entered histone. "l
am sure, however, that you have never witnessed the full skill of the Sword, € se would you spesk with
lessderision at mention of my reluctance to face him. He won his place shortly before my condemnation
to the Caverns, and never, before or sSince, have | seen one to match him. | was the best of the Caverns,
girl, and | fdl to the magic of your swordplay throughill luck; aswell matched aswe are, it might aseasily
have gone the other way about. Give thanks that Mehrayn will not raise sword to you, my fine Midanna
war leader; were either of usto face him in true battle, we both would fall.”

The eyes of Chaldrin looked directly upon me, demanding abelief in the words he spoke, refusing to see
how angry | was. Wedin attempted to question me upon the strangeness of amae believing he might
share awar leader's deeping leather, yet wasit beyond me to discuss the matter. | assured the Summal
meant no insult, then did | put hedlsto my kan and take mysdlf from the midst of others, into the forests
where my thoughts might be calmed without distraction.

| rode for perhaps three hands of reckid at high speed before coming upon the small glade, and once
through it I dowed my kan and turned about, then reentered it and dismounted. | had felt agreat need for
speed and solitude, yet the speed had done naught save tire my kan, and the solitude had done naught in
any manner. Thelight of Mida had brought the high heat of the land, and once dismounted | was again
ableto fed it, its presence underscoring my longstanding need to bathe in cool, cleansing waters. |

pushed away the agitation within me aswell, yet the effort was usdless. An unexplained fury blazed high
within me, and no thought or deed seemed able to quenchiit.

Leaving my kan to feed upon grass and leaves | began to circle the glade, attempting to force my |eft
hand from my sword hilt, attempting to alow the peace and loveiness of the gladeto cam the swirling
disturbance which turned my pace to afurious stride. What disturbed me most wasthat | knew not why |
felt such fury, save that the actions of Mehrayn had had much to do with it. He had given my body great
pleasure the last darkness, yet when | had attempted to leave him and ride as Mida demanded, he had
given me humiliation equally asgreet.

"Where do you think to go, wench," he had asked as | reached a hand out toward my breech, which lay
beside the lenga pelt. His pam touched my back beneath my hair and stroked its way down, the broad
strength of the hand nearly reawakening the heet in my blood.

"l go wherel have been biddento go,” | gave answer, quickly denying my reluctance to depart. "The
sooner | depart, the sooner | shall arrive at my destination.”



"And the sooner find the necessity for facing those other savage wenches," said he, pulling me from the
place where | reached toward my breech, back onto his chest. Helay flat upon the lenga pelt, both
hands now holding meto him, adefiancein the green of his eyeswhich boded ill for both of us. Y et have
you forgotten that you are forbidden to ride without my presence, and that punishment has not yet been
given you. | would see the manner in which a chosen of the gods accepts punishment.”

"One accepts a punishment of the godsin silence,” said |, of asudden more than eager to be away. "It is
amethod of acceptance deplored by maes, yet demanded by the gods. Should Mehrayn continue to
indst upon defying the gods, it isathing hewill learn of his own sdf. Release me now, for | must be gone
from here."

"Must you, indeed,”" he murmured, those green eyes upon me, hisarms remaining metal-like about me.

"Y ou spesk of my defying the gods, yet do | see no one other than you whom | defy. Do you fancy
yoursdlf agod, wench? To me you seem no more than awillful girl child, one who has earned trict
punishment with her willfulness. Had you listened to reason your life would not have been nearly lost, and
now you again turn adeaf ear to the voice of reason. Remain here this darkness, and with the new light
we shdl ride out together, having put al thoughts of punishment behind us.”

"Mehrayn forgets that his thoughts are not the onesto be considered,” said I, beginning to squirm against
him in an effort to free mysdlf. "The punishment of the gods may not be avoided by putting thoughts of it
from onesmind. | have not been hedled so that | might dally through another darknesswith amale,
therefore are you to release me now!"

"Sigurr ismy witness, | made the effort,” said Mehrayn with asigh, and then did he straighten himsdlf to
gtting without releasing his hold upon me. His gaze was stern and impatient which would indeed have
been fitting if directed toward an erring warrior-to-be, and | felt aflash of anger that he would look upon
me s0. Jdav was awar leader, not the child he had named her! Again | attempted to deny his strength,
yet wasthe effort asfutile asever.

"Apparently you spoke with truth when you said the punishment of the gods may not be avoided,” said
Mehrayn, wrapping his great hands about my wristsas | beat a him with usdessfigts. Without effort
were my arms put behind me, both wrists then held in asingle hand, the struggle | attempted doing no
more than rubbing my bare flesh upon his. "Also did he speak truth when you said you are not to dally
further with aman. There will be no ddliance in what now comesto you, wench, and should you find
yoursdlf able afterward to teketo the trall asyou ingst you mugt, | will not fail to seeit asthewill of the
gods. For now it is| who dispensesthe will of the gods, and my own will aswell.”

Helooked deeply into my eyesfor amoment before taking my lipswith strength, and surely did a
trembling begin within me at hiswords. | had seen no indication of alashin hispossession, yet did it seem
that he promised me no other thing. | knew of no other manner in which I might be kept from doing as|
must, and athough | struggled again to free mysdf from hishand upon my wristsand hisfistin my hair, a
numbness had entered me which quickly took my strength. | had not thought Mehrayn would do me o,
yet was there ever the possibility that he did indeed moveto the will of the gods. Withdrawing from his
lips proved an impossibility, he held me so tightly, and then was his demand done.

"I had not thought you would be so anxiousto begin,” said he, adrynessto histone. "Though you greet
the doings of the gods with full unconcern, | had forgotten you seek always to do men the same. Perhaps
you will now be taught better."

With such words did Mehrayn then put his free arm about me, and quickly was | turned so that | now lay
upon him, belly down upon histhighs. My wrists continued to be held by his hand, and an instant later
was my hair thrown forward so that it fell al about my face and head. Again | struggled, confused asto



where hislash might be, and then was | touched in another manner, which banished al thoughts of alash
and brought great indignation to me. The open hand of the mae had struck my bottom, bringing me
humiliation rather than agony, and as he continued to strike mein the same manner, | knew that agony
would have been much the easier to bear.

"Midatake you, you may not do me so!" | snarled after along moment, throwing my head about in an
attempt to free my vison of naught save thick black locks, dso usdlesdy attempting to free my wrigs. "'l
am awar leader of Midanna, and may not be done so!"

"Y ou should have been done in this manner kalod ago,” said the accursed mae, continuing to strike me
with theflat of hishand. "It would surely have taught you moderation in your doings, and would as surely
have kept you from greater hurt. Perhapsit would bewell if | gave my word to see you donein this
manner each time you attempt defiance and disobedience, most especialy with the gods. This punishment
ismogt suitable for disobedient girl children, even should it pleasethem to call themselveselsewise. You
have been anaughty girl child, Jaav, and now do you pay the price."

| snarled again in wordlessrage, twisting about with al of my strength, yet helpless againgt the strength of
thismde.

The maewho held me now gained hiswill, for the accursed strength of hisarm alowed him to continue
griking mefor an endlesstime, far longer than | was able to bear without truly feding the thing. | had
given him no sound which might be taken for weakness, yet was | shaken nearly asmuch as| was
enraged. Once had Ceralt done me nearly the same, he having pursued me about atent to strike so
rather than holding me as Mehrayn did, and | had then been certain that the punishment was Mida-sent,
for the goddessto allow amale to do me so. When Mehrayn released me the thought came again, for
surely | knew | could not sit akan. Intruth | thought it possible that walking was beyond me, and so
deep was the humiliation | felt that | knelt where Mehryan had put me, my head to the lengafur, my eyes
closed tight, my fists holding my hair to my face so that I might not be seenin my shame. Tears of rage
had long since stained my cheeks, yet was such arage useless, for without awegpon | could not regain
my own from the mae. And should the punishment indeed have been Mida-sent, even aweapon to hand
would avail me naught. | knelt so in sllence for afew short reckid, attempting to quiet the shudder
breathing put upon me, and asigh came from the male who had caused it dl.

"The pain of a punishment should not be for hewho givesisasfor shewho receivesit,” said Mehrayn,
naught of the satisfaction he surely felt evident in hisvoice. "Had | not felt this doing necessary to your
well-being, Sigurr would surely have taken me before | was able to find thefill to strike you. | know that
once again | am no other thing than a'mal€' to you, yet do | accept the designation gladly, for | dso

know that your safety this darknessisassured. A man who iswilling to give hislifefor awench, must dso
be willing to forgo her approva of his actions where her safety is concerned. Y ou may lie upon thelenga
pelt without concern, wench, for | shal bring you no further hurt this darkness.

His hands came to me then and removed the mass of hair from before me, ignoring the manner inwhich |
attempted to thrust him away. The shame| felt was greater than the ache he had given me, yet wasiit
necessary that | force my eyes open in order that | might see what | was about. Much had | expected a
look of ridicule and derision upon the broad face of the male, alook which would surely have incressed
my shame, however, sight brought me no such hateful gloating. Filled with hurt were the green eyes of the
male, seemingly ahurt for that which he had done. He showed regret, yet was there hurt to match the
hurt he had given me. His hand came to brush at the freely falling tears upon my cheek, and then were his
arms about me, holding metightly to hischest. | had no true desire to be held by him for the usdless fury
continued to fill me, yet was| unable to push away from the warmth of his body and the strength of his
arms, as unableto deny him as| had been unable to deny Cerdlt. Instead did | cling tightly to him, feding



hislips upon my hair, and thrust away instead al thoughts concerning the punishment of the gods.

In ashort while had deep come to me, and so had | passed the darkness, held tight in the arms of the
male who had dared give me the punishment of achild. In some manner were the whippings given me by
Chadrin more easily forgiven and forgotten, and | paced about the glade with fury burning through me,
knowing not where the fury should fall-

Knowing not where the fury should fal? The thought brought me to an abrupt hdt, achurningin my
middle underscoring the sacrilege of thething. To fed fury toward maleswas ausud doing, much to be
expected when awarrior moved among them, yet the other-

Many times since my choosing had | been given trids and punishment by Mida, shamingsand pain and
humiliation which I had not questioned when once it became clear that the goddess had indeed sent them.
| had at first thought Mehrayn's doing to be his aone, despite the manner in which he had spoken, and
then had come the thought that 11ida moved the male as she had once moved Ceralt. | had been forced to
remain in the darkness by the doing of Mehrayn, continuing to feel aremembrance of the weight of his
hand even to the new light-and then had | spoken with the Summa and stumbled upon that which brought
the Clouds of Seeing. Had | |eft during the darkness, the Summamight well have been in their degping
leather, the pouch bypassed in the taking of adifferent path through the cavern.

| raised my right leg to the stump of dong dead tree, gazing baefully upon my life sgn whereit lay wound
about the hilt of my dagger. Though | rode in Midas name and would continue to do o, it cameto me a
last that | was no longer willing to accept in slencethe trids she sent.

The light, pretty glade waswell paced out by the arrival of Chadrin and the two Summa. | swung thethin
branch | had broken from atree, asif it were asword, bringing imaginary death and destruction to the
golden light about me, using the exertion as an ad to lightening my mood.

"Ho, Jdav, provender isat hand,” called Dotil as she and Wedin and Chaldrin rode their kand to where
mine stood. "A large young padat happened across me, and though the battle wasfierce | was at last
ableto prevail. Therewill be much of avictory celebration, and | would be honored by your attendance.

Chadrin chuckled at Datil's words as he dismounted, and even Wedin showed agrin of amusement. |,
too, smiled at the picture evoked by the light-haired Summawarrior, for the padat isasmal, gentle child
of thewild, easlly frightened and easily hunted. | joined the three by their kand and looked upon the
padat, pleased to note that the beast wasindeed larger than most of itskind. Easily would itsflesh feed
thefour of us, even with my hunger as high asit was. Datil took her dagger to the carcass and began
skinning it, and Chaldrin took my arm in indication that he wished to walk with him to the opposite Sde of
the glade.

"How do you fare, wench?' the male demanded as soon as we were beyond hearing of the others.
"When last | saw such rage upon you, bodies dropped lifeless to the ground about us. It was not my
intention to give you such woe, and | have cometo adecision. Should it become necessary, | will face
the Sword as | faced so many othersin my timein the Caverns, for | am indeed not without skill."

Hisvoice was firm and confident with decision, and | hated to turn and look up at him. His dark-eyed
gaze did not avoid mine, and decision was as strong there asit had been in hisvoice. | continued to look
upon him for abrief moment, and then made a sound of annoyance.

"You are much of afool, mae," sad |, dlowing him to seemy displeasure. "Think you | dlow you toride
beside mefor the reason that | have grown tired of seeing to battle my own self? Should it become
necessary to face Mehrayn, it is| who shal do so.”



"Hewill refuseto face you," said Chadrin, folding massive arms across an equally massive chest. " Should
it truly be your desireto have naught further to do with him, it will bebest if | face him immediately, ese
must you resign yoursdlf to empty furs. | shall ever be as eager for your use as| wasin the Caverns, yet
do | refuse to sneak about behind the back of another man. The Sword will alow no other to lifewith
you while helives, therefore must he be faced.”

The foolishness the male spouted was so incredible | laughed. "Chaldrin, you are most amusing,” said |,
reaching my hand up to touch his shoulder. ™Y ou have succeeded in lightening my mood, and for that you
have my thanks."

"You believe | jest?' said he, continuing to frown. ™Y ou see the matter in another light?'

"Mog certainly,” said | with acomfortable chuckle. "Though you continualy succeed in putting the point
from your mind, | am awar leader of the Midanna. No maleis permitted to speak upon the matter of
who will fill the deeping leather of awar leader who isnot acaptive, and Mehrayn iswell aware of this.
Should the male gppear, he will not attempt to counter my decision.”

"He spoke of thisto you?' asked Chadrin, surprised. "Y ou have his word upon the matter?'

"For what reason would hisword be necessary?' | asked in turn, enjoying thefed of my hand against the
warm, muscled flesh of the male. Much pleasure was Chadrin capable of bringing to awarrior, and little
need was there to deny myself upon that journey. "Mehrayn is aware of the duties and rights of awar
leader, the responsibilities and freedoms demanded by the position. Should he appear, he will abide by
that knowledge."

"And [, the only other man about, am to test that theory," said Chaldrin with something of agroan, closing
his eyes briefly asthough at the urging of deep pain. Then did hisarmsunfold and his hand cameto mine,
and gently was my hand taken from his shoulder. "With each moment that passes do | learn more of how
little you know of men,” said hewith asgh. "Thereisagreat ded of difference between being captiveto
men and being cherished by one; you have learned much of the first, naught of the second. It ismy fond
hopethat | shal survivetill the new learning has had opportunity to cometo you."

He then put his hand to my face before turning away from me, back toward Dotil and the padet she
skinned. | had no understanding of why the male seemed so despondent, yet was that the way of males,
to fret over the unimportant. Again | chuckled at Chadrin's foolishness, and then followed him to where
Doatil skinned our provender.

Our hdt for provender continued to be atime of amusement. When once the padat had been skinned
and quartered, the Summaand | began our feeding at once, relishing the taste of the bloody flesh. Not
often among males does awarrior find opportunity to feed upon uncooked mest, for males must ever
burn their provender to ashes before they find it paatable. The sweet blood ran down our fingers and
marked our faces, and afull two reckid of silence passed before it came to me that Chaldrin stared upon
usrather than upon his portion, his own provender as yet untouched. A good dedl of dismay looked out
from the eyes of the mae, undoubtedly due to witnessing for the firgt time the manner in which Midanna
feed, and then did athroat-clearing sound come from him.

"Have none of you wenches aneed for afire?" he asked, hisvoicefilled with upset as he looked from
oneto the other of us. "Istherearitua you follow which requires uncooked mest for your mid-fey
med?'

"Midanna prefer their provender as Mida has provided it," said |, refraining from adding that this
preference held sway most often only upon thetrail. When in their home tents, warriorswould also see
their provender cooked, yet not to the extent sought by maes. " Surely Chadrin will have no difficulty in



emulating merefemaes”

Again dismay gripped the mae, hefailing to see the amusement in the eyes of Datil and Wedin. The
Summaknew | twigged the mae, therefore did they refrain from comment. Chaldrin looked again upon
the padat which was his, likely considering the maiter, yet did the effort prove beyond him.

"l cannot,” said he, agreat dedl of distaste behind the words. "Never have | eaten uncooked flesh, asitis
said some hunters are able to do. | am no hunter, and | cannot do asthey and you. | shall haveto build a
fire"

"To stand above afirein the heat of thisland will prove no pleasant chore,” said Wedin, her amusement
continuing cloaked, her tongue licking the blood from her fingers. " Such inability to feed properly isno
doubt Mida-sent, as a punishment for maleswho presume and attempt over-familiarity with the warrior
they follow. Areyou not aware of the fact that Jalav isMida's chosen, aswell aswar leader to
Midanna?'

"So | have been told, wench," said Chadrin, as heroseto hisfeet. "l have attempted to mend the matter
of over-familiarity, yet do othersrefuse to have it so. With war |eaders and goddesses, a man stands little
chanceof finding victory inlife."

The sournessin Chadrin's glance to me again brought asmile, yet did | see him gone about the matter of
gathering wood for afirewithout additional comment. The padat was toothsome and aready doing well
to heal my hunger, the glade was lovely inits gold and green, and even the grass| sat cross-legged upon
brought comfort. | tore off another mouthful of meet with my teeth, chewed with pleasure, then abruptly
felt the urge to Sigh. The peace of the glade would not be long in continuing, and that was a grest pity.

"The Hitta gpproaches with what seems determination,” said Wedin about amouthful, her tone held low.
"You will, of course, do with her asyou earlier proposed.”

"Of course," | replied, following the movements of 1lvin with no more than the corners of my eyes. Once
within the glade she rode to where our kand were tied, dismounted and tied her beast beside the others,
then hitched up her swordbelt and strode toward me with the determination Wedin had spoken of. As
we sat not far from our mounts, her light-haired form was quickly before me.

"War leader, | have come to accept the punishment decreed for me," said she, alook about her which
spoke of agrim willingnessto accept in silence the cruel stroke of the lash. "It ismy duty to stand beside
you come what may, therefore shal | do s0."

"It isyour duty to obey your war leader, Sster," said |, barely glancing upon her as| continued with the
padat. "Apparently you have not yet learned thistruth. Should Midaamile, thelearning shall cometo you
in due course, dong with a proper regret for having done as you have. Y ou may now approach the
mae"

"Asyou command, war leeder,” said she, the resignation in her tone doing naught to lessen her
determination. "As| withstood the capture so recently over, so shall | withstand thistria to Midas
satisfaction.”

With such words did I1vin then take herself toward Chaldrin, where the mae had gathered what wood he
required and had set it upon bare ground in anticipation of lighting. The male had paid little mind to llvin's
approach, so did the Hittawarrior had to speak first.

"In accordance with the commands of the war leader Jdav, mae," said she, looking down upon Chaldrin,
"l am now yours as though in capture. Y ou may do with me asthose others did, yet shal | continue as|



have ever been-awarrior of Mida."

"Whoisfirg agirl,” said Chadrin, keeping hiseyesfrom llvin as he coaxed asmdl flameto life amid the
wood he had gathered. "Remove those weapons, girl, and do not approach me with them again savethe
desire for punishment comesto you. Should | again see you draped about so, without my express
permisson, it is punishment you will find in plenty.”

Tight-lipped did llvin stare down upon his bent back, yet for no more than amoment before her hands
went to her swordbelt. Forced obedience is greatly more difficult than that which comes from the heart, a
thing Ilvin would soon know well. After her swordbelt her dagger was thrown to the ground, and
Chaldrin stood away from the spreading, crackling fire he had begun.

"Y ou may now seeto the cooking of my provender," said he, looking down into light pools of anger
which looked up at his calm. " Should you find the need to address me, you shdl call me Chaldrin, not
'mae.’ 1, however, shdl continueto cal you 'girl,’ for you have not yet earned a proper name. Y ou will
cook my provender properly, girl, you will bring it to me when it is done, and then, perhaps, we will
discusswhat hunger you might have. When you et you will eat at my direction, for | didike thelook of
scrawny femaes™

Wl did it seem for Chadrin that 1lvin had rid herself of weapons; with hiswords ended he turned his
back upon her and came toward where the Summaand | sat, apparently caring naught for the fury he
had bred within the pale-haired Hittawarrior. The abrupt presence of adagger in his back would have
brought surprise to none of us, yet did Ilvin merely turn to the fire and begin to do as she had been
bidden, her movements sharp with anger. Daotil laughed softly as Wedin smiled, both unconcerned now
over what humiliation was brought to one who was under norma circumstances an enemy. Wdll they
knew that Chaldrin would give no true harm to her, therefore were they freeto find amusement in her
plight. I, who had begun the thing, found amusement difficult in the face of memory, as difficult aslooking
warmly upon the male who now joined us.

"Perhgps | am mistaken, wench," said Chaldrin to Wedin as he took seat upon the grass beside us, "yet
doesit seem that your Mida has spoken once again. The punishment which wasto be mineis now
another's, and | am to have service instead. Perhaps | have found approva after al.”

"The outcome of abattle cannot be known till thefinal sword thrust, male," said Wedin with amusement.
"Only at that time does one learn the true will of Mida, and then isit far too late to mend onésways.”

"Even should one have another to whom the mending may be given,” added Datil, drawing Chadrin's
eyesto her amusement. "A true warrior isonewho isable to do for hersdlf, in dl things able to stand
aone. To dlow another to stand for you is not difficult, yet does the doing prove the warriorhood of none
savethat other.”

"l seg," said Chadrin, hisdark eyes now resting upon me. "The outcome of a battleis never known till its
end, therefore do you wenches fight on even in the face of what seems utter defeat. To have another
stand for you in times of trial means naught, therefore do you ever welcomethe call to stand alone. Now
do | understand more fully the actions of one who was no more than captive, never adave; dsoismy
admiration gregater, for the point of view isadifficult oneto live by."

"Moredifficult istheliving in some other manner,” said |, sending aglance toward Chadrin as| roseto
my fedt. "Aswe have done feeding we will continue on, leaving aclear trail which you may follow when
once you, too, are done. Guard your back more carefully, brother, for that isindeed awarrior you toy
with, onewho isfar from the dave-women of your city. It would bring me distressto learn that your life
was no more through naught save carelessness.”



"Indeed,” said he, leaning to one elbow. "1t would bring you distressto learn that | might no longer be
used to prove a point you mean to see proven no matter the cost. And yet the matter no longer disturbs
me, for | fed that Sigurr has taken note of my vow and now meansto bring me regret for having spoken
it. When the fina stroke hasfdlen, then shdl we know thetrue will of the gods.”

"Themde Chadrin learnsquickly,” said |, again amused a the sournesswhich continued toride him. "As
you are now among Midanna, you may leave dl concern over deeping leather to them. Whenever
possible; Midanna consider the needs of malesaswell astheir own.”

"Whenever possible," echoed Chadrin, looking up a mewhere | stood. "Isthisatime, then, when my
needs are to be considered beside yours?'

"Comethefina stroke, thewill of the godswill beknownto dl," sad |, grinning at the male who had
shown faint hope ashine from hiseyes. "Till then, one may do no more than that which one has ever
done."

"Then | shal be somewhat longer in following than ameal may account for," said he, annoyance clear in
hislook and tone as hetook hiseyesfrom me. "1 will have the enjoyment of awench for afina time
before another of her ilk isthe end of me, for | will surely have no other opportunity.”

"Do not tire yoursdf too far, brother,” | said with alaugh which the Summa echoed. " Should the will of
Midamatch mine, you will have many further opportunities.”

No more than agrowl came from Chaldrin in reply, therefore did the Summaand | gather up the leavings
of our provender, dispose of them where the children of the wild might take what they wished, then
paused by thetiny rill beyond the glade where we washed briefly and drank deeply. Cold and clear was
the water of the swiftly running rill, yet so shalow and narrow that little more than drinking was possible
withit. | continued to long for abody of water in which | might bathe, yet did it continue necessary to
wait. The two Summaand | then went to our kand, allowed them aso adrink at therill, then mounted
and took up thetrail once more.

A good ded of amusement was shared by the Summa over the red-faced fury of Ilvin, she who had kept
her eyes from us as we departed the glade. Ilvin had clearly heard Chaldrin's announced intention to use
her, and much had shefdt humiliated.

Midaslight had did some distance from its highest, yet was it a so adistance from darkness when we
came upon the wide, cooly enticing pond. The heat of the fey had become sultry motionlessness, resting
atop the Summa and mysdlf asthough it were athrown lenga pdlt, bringing the sheen of swest to cover
each of us most thoroughly. Had Mida appeared and demanded that we continue on past the pond we
likely would have done so, yet naught less had the power to keep us from so exquisite an embrace which
beckoned like the hand of glory attained. The kand had little interest in the pond save for aneed to drink,
therefore did we dlow them their fill before tying them where grass was within their reach and then
turning again to the beckoning. At my insstence did Wedin and Dotil enter the water as | stood guard,
for | judged that their need was greater than mine. Though it had been far too long since soothing,
cleansing water had last touched my body, it was the Summa who had been in such recent capture to
males. | knew well the fedings which held them, and knew a so that the reckid of waiting would be much
the easier for me.

With their weapons and clan coverings removed, the two Summawarriors dove from the bank into the
deep pond water as though they were no more than warriors-to-be, laughing loudly asthey each
attempted to be the swifter. | watched no longer than to see their heads emerge dripping from the cool,
blue-green depths, and then did | turn my attention to the forests we had emerged from. The place we



had chosen would suit as a camping place aswell, for there was too great a drop between the bank and
the water for children of thewild to find the location afavorite one for drinking from. Our kand had
stretched their necksto reach the water, finding themsalves just able to do so, athing those with shorter
neckswould not be able to accomplish. | smiled faintly at the shouts of joy voiced by the Summawhich
cameto me asmy eyesmoved idly across the forest greens and browns, until | caught sight of abrupt
movement. A lone figure emerged from the direction we, ourselves, had ridden from, clearly amale,
clearly one | had never before come across.

The mae was mounted upon agray kan, an unassuming mount for an unassuming rider. Tal wasthe
male, and fairly broad of shoulder, yet washe asgray of hair as hiskan, with many wrinkles creasing the
tanned leather of hisface. Little fat marred the leanness of hisframe, yet wasthereahint of effortin his
movements when he drew rein before me and dowly dismounted. The body cloth upon him seemed
clean, yet wasit far faded from whatever its color had originaly been to a colorless shade of light mud.
No more than adagger hung from the belt cinching the body cloth, and aso was the male barefoot; to
one sde of the city-male leather seat of hiskan an unstrung bow wastied, bringing to me an unvoiced
sense of scorn. To ride unarmed and unprepared through the forests was to purposely seek the eternal
Realm of Mida or the endless dark, yet what other would be expected to ride so than amale?

"Good fey to you, child,” said the mae as he hated perhaps two paces before me, his voice degp and
gentle and filled with an attempt to soothe one he apparently believed feared him. His dark eyesrested
upon me with mildness, amildness which did much to increase the annoyance | felt. | stroked the hilt of
my sword with the open palm of my left hand, and met his gaze with other than mildness.

"For one who wears no weapon, you giveinsult easlly, male," said I, my tone as soft as my gaze was not.
"Were| the child you named me, surely would you have aready been sent to Midas chains.”

"Indeed," said the mae, amusement coming to him with his sartlement, hisdark eyes seemingly takingin
my sword for thefirst time. "'Indeed do you speak truly, wench, and indeed did | mean no insult. From
the number of kalod | have lived, al seem as children to me, however you are clearly no child. Y our
anger would bring me great sorrow, therefore would | have your assurance that | am forgiven.”

The smile he sent was strong dl through him, as though amusement held him tightly. | had no
understanding of what thing brought him such amusement, nor did | care.

"My anger would bring you agreeat deal more than sorrow,” said I, voicing a soft sound of scorn. "For
what reason have you hated here, mae?!

"For thereason that | am weary," said he, now gpparently delighted aswell asamused. "I am completely
adgtranger to these parts, | have traveled far, and have had no company save my own for too long atime.
Asacurefor the weariness of solitude and travel, | have hated to ask the favor of being alowed to rest
ashort whilein the midst of three lovely wenches. And | assureyou that | am entirely aone.”

The maésfinad words brought my eyesto him again, for | had been sending my gaze about the forest
behind him, seeking those who were perhaps attempting approach the while the mae before me engaged
mein converse. An unexplained gpprova accompanied the continued amusement so clear inthe dark -
gazetouching me, yet my annoyance continued undiminished aswell.

"Whether or not you are accompanied remainsto be seen,” said |, feding little friendliness and belief, and
showing less. "Y our wish, however, isimpossible to grant, for there are none about here save three
Midannawarriors. Best would be if you sought your wenches elsawhere.”

Thegray of hisbrowsrosein aquestioning manner, athough there seemed little puzzlement in the depth
of hiseyes. His gaze traveled quickly up and down the length of me.



"So young, and yet so sure and uncompromising,” he murmured, as though he stood aone. "One should
know from no more than the ook of her, and yet-" Hiswords ceased as he recalled where he stood, and
the smile he then sent was of asudden filled with aded of the weariness he had earlier spoken of.

"Forgive me, lady," said he, and thistime did the words sound as though they were meant to be heard
and heeded. "Franknessis aqudity held too lightly by my people, one which causes my tongueto trip
srangely. | ask the favor of being alowed to rest here the while, in company with you and your
companions. | shal attempt to cause aslittle difficulty as possble, and certainly shal not bring you harm.
Should this be counter to your wishes, | shdl go immediately.”

The dark eyes continued to rest upon me, yet without amusement or condescension. At last had themae
seen that | had little patience for his sort and had thrown himsalf upon my mercy, al unknowing that
mercy was a cruelty most often practiced by malesdone. | had no desire for strangers skulking about
and disturbing the pleasure of the forests, yet was there an interruption before | might voice these
thoughts.

"Jdlav, you have added another!" came the voice of Datil, amusement heavy in her tone as she halted
beside me. Her body and hair dripped fredly to the ground by cause of her recent emergence from the
pond, and laughter danced spritely in her light eyes. "'l do not recal thisone," said she, examining the
stranger with her gaze. "Was he among those at the caves?!

"Thismaeisnot Sigurri,” said |, prepared to cast abaleful ook upon the Summa. "Nor might he be
consdered onewho is'added.’ We shal have enough of malesin our midst, therefore. . . ."

"Jalav, what occurs here?' asked Wedin, coming dripping to my other side to add her stareto Datil's.
"From whence comes this male, and whom does he follow?"

"I would follow any-or none," said the stranger, his eyes moving between the two Summa, ddlight
touching him again. "Command me and | am yours, lovely Midannawarriors, or merely leave me
unwanted and ignored. Should | be permitted to remain, the choice would be entirely yours."

"We have no need of the presence of another male,” | rasped, didiking the manner in which Datil
chuckled and Wedin alowed her eyesto rove about the stranger. "To alow oursalvesto be burdened
with one such asthiswould be the height of fally, therefore. . . ."

"Perhaps his presence would be an unburdening,” said Wedin, her eyes continuing to examinethe male.
"Chddrin isyoursand will use the Hittawhen you have no desire for him, and dso isthe red-haired male
yoursto use. The presence of onefor Dotil and mysalf would relieve us of the need to share the others,
and would be looked upon as a gesture of true sisterhood by us. How say you, war leader?’

At that time did her eyes cometo me, and Dotil's as well, both prepared to abide by my decision. The
Summawould not disobey the commands of awar leader, yet had they put forward arequest which held
importance for them. | truly didiked the thought of allowing the odd, gray-haired maeto remain,
however the didike was not reasonable whereas the request | had from the Summawas. | looked again
upon the male, his return gaze steedy enough yet filled with some odd discomfort, and after amoment
nodded once with decision.

"Very wel," said | to Wedin, looking upon the darkhaired warrior with undisguised reluctance. "Asthe
male pleases you, you may have him. Should he prove to have brothers hidden in the forests who mean
to fal upon usin attack, however, you and | will speak of this matter again when they have been seen
to."

"Asquickly as| spoketo the mae himsdf of it," said Wedin, amusement in the glance she sent to the



male. He, however, took no exception to our words nor to the look sent him as many another mae
would surely have done, seeming only extremely pleased and dso filled with amusement. He had wished
to remain, and now would seeit so.

"How are you caled, mae?' asked Datil, squeezing the drops from her hair as she began to walk about
the male in examination. "1t would be unwieldy to merely addressyou as'male,' asyou shal not bethe
only mae about."

"l am called SHeernoh,” said he, the sparklein his eyes showing that his sense of amusement felt tickled
by theingpection. "I am from aland far from here, therefore do | ask your patience should | behaveina
manner in which you find insult. Never would | consider giving insult to such lovely-ah-warriors. And
how areyou called?’

"l am Datil of the Summaclan,” said Datil, completing her circuit to stand again beforethe mae
SHeernoh. "My sster SummaisWedin, and the war leader is Jdav, once only of the Hosta clan, now
war leader to al ten of her clans. Y ou may address us by name, or aswarrior or war leader, and need
not spend words upon city mae foolishness. It matterslittle to awarrior if the male she usesfinds her
lovey.""

"And no doubt the thing matters even lessto awar leader,” said this SHeernoh, the dark of hiseyes
leaving Dotil and Wedin's bodies for mine, then coming to my face. "Neverthel ess does honesty compe
meto indst that you are each of you indeed lovely, and | shall not retract the observation. Y ou are each
most beautiful, and none with eyes would voice the thought differently.”

At mention of eyesdid the male's own eyes glow most brightly, an odd look which was akin to heat and
yet quite different from it. Clearly were his words addressed to me, perhaps to chalenge the manner in
which | gazed upon him, yet was he far of the mark in his effort to achieve my approva.

"No mae cares to voice thoughts other than the same when helooks upon awarrior,” said I, making no
effort to soften the edge which had entered my voice. "Nor does he hesitate to attempt to take use from
that warrior, she preferably bound at hisfeet or held by his greater strength. Many maes have found
approval inthelook of Jalav, in the black of her hair and eyes, in the size of her breasts, in the length of
her legs, many have called her lovely even asthey put their manhood within her despite her protests. She
then stood without weapon to hand and was therefore unable to keep the males from her, yet isshe no
longer wesponless. Beware lest your honesty touch her at the wrong moment, male, and unintentional
insult be paid for with your lifeblood. In such an ingance would gpology beidle.”

Pain and disturbance entered the dark depths which held to me and the creased face worked as though
there were words to be spoken, yet time limped past and naught save silence hovered about us. The
glibness seemed to have dipped from the tongue of the male as quickly asthe amusement had left his
eyes, and though | knew not why the malefailed to pursue hisingstences, | was able to thank Midafor
the peace and turn away from the small group which stood unspeaking. My movement seemed to waken
Datil and Wedin, who left the male who had been given to them and returned to the water of the pond,
thistime taking their clan coverings with them so that the attempt might be madeto rid the cloth of dirt
and gtainings. The male SHeernoh held his place for another moment before turning away to add hiskan
to those of the Summa and mysdlf, aware of the manner in which | kept watch upon him aswell asthe
forests, yet seemingly resigned to the doing. In no way might his silence have been bettered, savethat he
had mounted up and ridden off.

The two Summa saw to their clan coverings and wet themselves for afinal time, then withdrew again
from the pond. The male SHeernoh had unburdened his kan so that it might be at ease asit fed, yet had
he left his bow with the leather seet of city males, ill unstrung and therefore naught save alength of



wood. Wedin and Dotil donned their clan coverings so that the cloth might dry upon them, then did they
replace their weapons before asking the use of the comb which lay among my possessions. So long ago
did it seemthat | had packed that comb for my journey that | sighed, and then did | take myself toward
the bank of the pond where | would leave my sword, dagger, breech and life sign the while | took joy
from the blue-green wetness which awaited me. The gray-haired mae was now the concern of the
Summa, and well pleased was | to haveit so.

Quickly did I take the coverings and weapons from me, and then did | step to the edge of the bank and
divedirectly into the water. The depth of the pond was considerable even just below the bank, therefore
was there naught save pleasure brought by my rapid entry into the water. The blue-green wetness closed
over my head with agolden coolness touching me al about, and | dipped quickly and smoothly through
dim-colored joy, my hair spread widely dl about me. Gentle children of the wild dwelt within the pond, |
saw, those creatures called e dod which moved awkwardly upon the land yet flowed like silk benegath the
waters, ableto stay beneath for periods far longer than any warrior. A large white caf shot past quite
close, curiogity bringing it near, fear continuing it upon itsway. | smiled at its presence as| madefor the
surface, for it issaid that good luck dwells among eldod, good luck which might be shared by those who
chance upon an edo. | knew | would have need of each blessing Midamight send, therefore wasthe
sght of eldod more than welcome.

| continued to swim about for some reckid, glorying in the fedl of wetness upon me, breaking through the
shining gold patches of Midaslight which floated serenely upon the blue-green of the water in each place
the leaves above allowed its presence. | remained not far from the bank | dove from-and then asharp
movement beneath the water caught my eye. The el dod seemed in the midst of agitated motion, and
diving below showed me the cause of their agitation: the deekly silvered shape of ahunting toray had
appeared among them, itslong, sharply moving body attempting to frighten away the adult eldod o that
the calveswould be easy prey.

Again | surfaced to draw air into my lungs, yet not only for breathing. Theintruding toray challenged the
peace of more than the eldod, and | felt it should know this.

"Wedin, your dagger-quickly" | called to the Summa, who turned to look at mewith curiosity. "We shall
feed upon toray this darkness!”

"Ah, toray!" exclaimed Wedin, removing the dagger from her leg bands and throwing it to where | might
takeit out of theair. "1 have not had toray in too long atime. | wish you good hunting, Jalav."

| raised the dagger in acknowledgment then turned away, swvimming ashort distance before diving again
beneath the warmed surface waters. The water-blurred silver shape of the toray continued to move
menacingly among the edod, itslength nearly my height, itsteeth prepared to dash a anything unableto
protect itself. Four-legged was the toray, for walking about upon the land, with webs rather than claws at
the ends of itsfeet, itsteeth done sufficient for taking its favorite prey, the gentle eldo. The hunter paid
scant attention to me as | approached, considering me no more than an odd-appearing eldo, my size
aufficient to keep me from being marked as prey, my lack of hunter-speed obscuring al menace from my
approach. | closed asfar as possible and remained so till my lungs began to demand a bregth, rose
quickly to the surface to breathe deeply ahand of times, then dove again, until | was upon the toray
before it might do more than begin to turn to me. My left hand touched the short, smooth fur of its body
asthe dagger in my right sought itsvitas, and then was| kicking rapidly away, to keep my arm from the
dash of dagger-sharp teeth. My blade had penetrated the deek body of my intended prey, yet had arib
turned the point before it might reach deeply enough to end the hunt properly. The toray had now turned
upon me, itsjaws gaping wide in fury and pain, acloud of red staining the water al about.

Again | kicked toward the toray, giving thanksto Midathat | yet retained sufficient air within methat |



need not seek the surface, knowing well enough that the toray must now be ended before my need for air
grew pressing. The silver shape flashed toward me as| made to twist in the water in an attempt to avoid
its attack, my dagger doing no more than scoring deeply dong its Sde, the stroke adding further to the
mist of dark red leaking fromit, yet doing naught to dow it. Againit turned and again it attacked, and
athough | was still ableto keep itsteeth from me, | began to be aware of a greater need to breathe. The
long black lineswhich were my hair floated al about me, threatening to tangle mein adow, caressng
grip which would likely prove deadly, and again the toray came toward me, thistime from above. Again
my dagger did no more than scoreit asit twisted aside to rise above me again, and despite the growing
achein my chet, the toray's purpose came to me with clarity. At intervalswasit necessary for the eldod
to rise to the surface for air, athing which the toray required as well; an awareness of this need had sent
the toray above mein an effort to keep me from surfacing when the need arose, an interval which would
be shorter than the toray knew. The need for air was becoming frantic within me, and athough | now
attempted to close with the hunter so that | might end it it avoided my attack, preferring to wait till it was
no longer necessary to face the bladein my fist.

And then the water was cut by another shape, alarge, broad shape of tanned skin and hair of red, driving
between the toray and mysdlf in attack at the beast. In the instant before | kicked for the surface | saw
the dagger in hisfig, its Slver blade untouched by the smears which clung to mine. My head roseinto the
dtill-golden air and | gulped greedily, seeking to send the flashes of black from my vision, and once | had
doneso filled my lungsas| had earlier and dived again, to rgoin Mehrayn in the hunt.

The male had done no better with his attack than | had with mine, for the toray continued to hang dert in
thewater. | circled widdy about the toray where it rested unmoving the beast warily watching the smdll
movements of Mehrayn which kept him from drifting away. A wide sweep of my dagger through the
water, back and forth, drew abroad nod from the male showing he understood that | wished him to
drive the toray toward me so that we might trap it between us. The attempt was in the hopesthat the
toray had bled enough to dow it; wereit till in possession of its previous speed, it would likely escape,
yet was the attempt worth the trying. Toray flesh was sweet and tender beyond many others, and its
escape would truly be aloss. The attack would likely be the last aswell, for Mehrayn could not have
much air left to him, and to continue surfacing and diving would be tempting Midato dlow thetoray arun
at victory. Mehrayn kicked strongly toward the toray, his dagger tight in hisfist and flashing toward the
beast-and then were there other shapes about as well, above, and around the hunted beast. The toray
had begun aretreat from Mehrayn which would have taken it well beyond me, yet the arrival of the other
shapes halted thisretreat. In seeming startlement did the toray back through the water directly to me, and
thistime no rib interrupted the journey of my blade. The silvery body stiffened, shuddered, then grew lax,
the mist of red pouring from it increasing, and then was Mehrayn besideit and me, assisting meinraising
the former hunter to the surface of the pond.

"Sigurr!" gasped the mae when once he had refilled hislungs with the golden air about us, his head
flinging back the hair over hiseyes. " Another moment and the grest god would have been before me,
welcoming meto his Eterna Legion. Perhapsit was he who sent those shadows, to aid his Sword against
fishand femdedike"

"Those shadows were eldod,” said | with asound of disdain, seeing clearly that Mehrayn had not the lung
capacity of Midanna "Had the toray escaped us, it would have returned another fey to hunt among the
eldod, therefore did the eldod take steps to see that it would not escape. Never before have | heard of
eldod acting in such away, yet am | pleased to have seen the thing done. The memory of lost toray
would have soured the taste of whatever else | fed upon this darkness.”

"Y ou mean to eat this?* Mehrayn asked, his brows raised in surprise as he glanced at the carcasswe
supported between us. "Good fortune truly smiles upon the wench who is able to savor the taste of that



which attacks her."

"It was | who attacked the toray," said |, amused at the tone and words of the male, shaking the wet hair
from my eyes as he had done. "Had the toray found victory over merather than the other way about, it
would not have savored my taste with equally as much relish. Toray have not been alowed to acquire a
taste for Midanna."

"It was you who attacked it," said Mehrayn, histone flat, his green eyes narrowed, no note taken of the
balance of my words. "Perhaps we had best return to the bank before we discuss this further.”

| saw no need of further discussion yet | had observed many times, the strangeness of males. With a
small shrug | began to move with him to the bank, where Wedin and Dotil waited to assst in removing
the toray from the water. Two other males stood there aswell, Sigurri warriors by the black of their body
cloths, the gray-haired male SHeernoh astand behind dl, looking onin faintly amused interest. We
brought the toray to the bank, Mehrayn and I, and then did we push from beneath as Wedin, Dotil and
thetwo Sigurri pulled and heaved till the carcasslay upon the grass. Much weightier without the water
than within was the toray, and Mehrayn and | found the need to move some pacesto the right before we,
ourselves, were able to climb from the water. The mae, | saw, was yet clothed in the black body cloth
he habitualy wore, athing | had no understanding of till he turned about and sent an odd look toward

me.

"| seem to have no true understanding of what occurred benesth those waters,” said he, sending one
broad hand to push the sopping strands of hair from hiseyes. "Upon my arriva did | see the agitation of
the pond water and the spreading blood, and then did that stranger speak of your being in the pond. |
dismounted immediately, removed my swordbelt, took my dagger, and dove to your assstance. Am |
now to understand that you required no assi stance?”

"On the contrary, your ass stance was quite timely,” said |, crouching down to plunge Wedin's dagger
into the ground before attempting to squeeze the water from my hair. "The toray was attempting to keep
me from the surface, and would have attacked me even had | been able to bypassit. Had you not come
when you did, my life might well have been forfeit. ™

"Then | am more than pleased to have arrived when | did,” said he, grinning. "It was necessary to delay
my departure by cause of the need to pass on your findings and Chaldrin's thoughts concerning the vapor
you detected in the caves, the traces of Sigurr's Breath. Sigurr's city will now be safe from attack by the
caverns, thereforeisit mogt fitting that you were saved during your own attack against the toray. When
darkness hasfdlen, | will reward you for your assistance and you may reward mefor mine."

Thelook in his green eyeswas most familiar. | squeezed the last of the drippings from my hair, threw the
gtill wet mass of it behind me, pulled Wedin's dagger clear of the ground, then straightened to my full
height.

"Should it be your wish tofill awar leader's deeping leather,” said | with ashrug, "the matter may be
eadly seen to. Should you adequately wipe out the insult given her, she may well consider your use
among those others available to her. Should the insult remain standing, however, Mehrayn may |ook
elsawherefor giving and receiving reward.”

"Others?' said Mehrayn with ayelp, the grin aoruptly abandoning him. "Insult? Of what do you spesk,
wench? In what manner am | expected to soothe the ache of your fedings?!

Annoyance had cometo fill the green of hiseyes, an annoyance which | easly shared. Had he not been
male, it would not have been necessary for him to put so foolish aquestion.



"To assuage theinsult given me, you may face mewith swords,” | sngpped, holding his gaze with mine.
"Asyou have been of some assistance to mein the past, you have my word that | will not take your life.
There should, however, be some provision made for your possible wounds being seen to.”

"For my possible wounds being seen to,”" he echoed, aflatness now in histone. "The wounds you refer to
will, of course, bethose | would force you into giving me. It seemsto have left your memory that | have
aready refused to face you, save that you adone draw sword and | merely stand there. If thisiswhat you
wish, wench, | will not gainsay your attempt.”

"Do not be more foolish than your maenesscdlsfor, male" | said derisively. "Y ou know well enough
that | will not draw wegpon against one who merely stands his ground, even though that oneismae. |
have given you chalenge for thereis now no reason that you not face me.”

""Has something occurred of which | am unaware?' he asked, hisface now reflecting deep confusion, his
forehead creased in perplexity. "In what manner do you seeit as permissible that | face you?'

"Inwhat manner may you not?" | countered, full weary with the thickness of the male. " Are we not now
quits upon the matter of life-debt?"' | asked. "Though Jaav returned Mehrayn'slife before the keren,
Mehrayn has now returned Jalav's life before the toray. As the matter now stands even between us, we
may fredly face one another in chdlenge.”

Asthe point was of sufficient smplicity for even awarrior-to-be to understand readily, | fully expected
the same understanding from the male. What was unexpected, however, was the stunned comprehension
which took him, adding itsdlf to the bewilderment which also gppeared. Warrior had the male before me
cdled himsdf, yet did he stare down upon me as though | had demanded that he take wing and fly.

"Am | to understand that you believe a matter of-life-debt aone has kept me from facing you?" he asked
inconfusion. "Itistruel oweyou my life, yet thelovel fed for you isagreater restraint. | could not strike
aorel love"

"Do not weary me further with malefoolishness,” | replied, dismissing the thing with acurt gesture. "'l

have heard many males speak of thisthing they term ‘love,' yet isit part and parcel with the cruelty of
'mercy.' When amae professesthis'love for afemae, heisstating to dl hisintention of taking that
femdein davery. Asitis'love hefeds, he must be obeyed by the femae, and served by her, and must
be alowed to take her use at any time desire comes to him. Also has he theright to direct the living of her
life, for should sheindulge in battle or the hunt, she will endanger hersdf beyond hiswishes. A mae may
not profess 'love for one who has gone to Midas Realm, nor may he give her humiliation for doing as she
mug.”

"All men-and some wenches-do asthey mugt,” said he, folding well-muscled arms across his chest ashe
continued to gaze down upon me. "No man will punish awench for doing as she mugt, yet will he
certainly punish her for endangering herself beyond the necessary by thoughtlessness. Should the
occason arise, | will do again as| have aready done, no matter the grester pain brought to me by the
doing. And thisisthe true meaning of love, wench, the willingness to give necessary pain to one's beloved
despite one's own pain to insure the safety of that beloved life"

"Then Jdav must certainly be the beloved of many maes," said I, undoubtedly showing the disgust which
| felt. "Never havethey hestated in the giving of pain and humiliation, yet have they hidden well the
greater pain felt by them. Such courage istruly awe-inspiring, and worthy of endless praise. Should you
overcome your hesitancy to face me as easily as you have overcome the deep soul-hurt so recently felt
by you, do not fail to spesk to me of it."

| attempted to turn from him then, to return Wedin's dagger and retrieve my own weapons, yet did his



hand cometo my arm to hat me.

"| shal not spend wordsin an attempt to change your view of men and their doings,” said he, histone
quiet yet determined, his eyes the same. "Too much hasindeed been doneto you for mere wordsto be
effective, therefore shall | continue on as| must, and pray to Sigurr that the truth be eventualy shown
you. For the moment, however, | would know why such burning need to face mefillsyou. | have
scarcely been guiltless of taking liberties with you in the past, some of which surely brought greater insult
than that brought during the last darkness. For what reason do you now ingst so firmly that we stand
againg one another with weapons?"

"No warrior would need ask so obviousaquestion,” said |, seeing the annoyance which flashed briefly in
his eyes, an annoyance which was not unexpected. "1 am awarrior and war leader of Midanna, who
consder it dishonorable for one of high skill to stand in chalenge againgt one of considerably less kill,
save that that other is she who demanded the challenge. Much did | believe you akin to most males,
clumsy and with little skill to spesk of, therefore did | refrain from pressing the matter of challengein the
past. Now that | have learned the truth, that you stand among the best of your maes, | need no longer
consder the challenge dishonorable.”

"l s8¢ said he, hislight eyes hooded, his expresson thoughtful. "And in what manner did you learn this
enlightening truth?'

"The matter was spoken of by Chaldrin," said |, growing impatient to be about other doings. "Heis of the
opinion that no other isable to equal your sword skill, and Chaldriniswell versed in the matter of baitle
and weapons. Should it be your wish to converse further upon the point you may do so with him, for he
arives now with Ilvin. Jdav no longer hasinterest in converse.”

Curtly did I nod toward where Chaldrin and IIvin had appeared among the trees, seeing the Strangely
grim nod of Mehrayn before turning from him for thefina time. Had his hand not dready |eft my arm, he
would have found me well prepared to tickle it with the dagger | held. Wedin and Doatil, | found, stood
some few steps beyond the toray carcass exchanging words with the two Sigurri who had accompanied
Mehrayn, having left the stranger SHeernoh behind with the carcass. It was this SHeernoh who put a
hand up before me, hating my stride before | might pass him on my way to the Summa.

"| am grestly pleased no harm has cometo you, war leader,” said he in a soft voice, hisdark eyes ditted
againg the dusk. "That man you spoke with, he with the hair of red-his concern for you must truly be
deep and deeply felt. When he learned that you swam beneath the waters of the pond among indications
of spilled blood, heimmediately dove to your assistance without thought to his own safety. Such concern
israre

"It isscarcely amatter of concern,” said | impatiently. "The mae then owed hislifeto me, he believesl
ridein the service of hisgod, and aso does he find greet pleasurein my use. It isthese things which cause
his concern, as SHeernoh shadl learn the longer he remainsin these lands. Should hewish to retain life
long enough to remain in these lands, he had best first Iearn to be silent upon matters which concern
warriors alone, and to keep from their path when he has not been summoned by them. Are my words
clear toyou?'

"Perfectly,” said he, seeming annoyed and frustrated, he withdrew apace. "It was not my intention to
intrude, war leader, and | ask your pardon.”

A wordless sound came from my throat in response to hisreply, for no true words were caled for. The
male spoke properly sdf-effacing wordsin gpology for hisintrusion, yet did | continue to find annoyance
in his presence. | knew not why this should be so, yet it was.



No more than three paces farther were Wedin and Dotil and the two Sigurri, and as | approached, their
words came clear to me.

"...ghdl, of course, consder you," said Datil to the Sigurri before her, amusement clear in her tone.
"Midannawill ever consder those maleswho wish to follow them, yet not to the exclusion of al others.
My sister and | dready have amaewho is eager to serve us, and perhaps, should he prove inadequate .

"Wewill then be alowed to make the attempt to please you," said one of the males, clearly exasperated.
"Y ou mean to have us stand about till then, praying to Sigurr for the failure of another, so that we might
then perform for the honor of awench in our furs? Do you take usfor davies of the Caverns?”

"Should you be too persstent, we will not take you in any manner,” put in Wedin, her left hand arest
upon the hilt of her sword. "It amuses us to see males skip about before usin an attempt to gain our
attention, yet too great an ind stence brings annoyance rather than amusement. Should your need be so
great that you are unable to contain it, perhaps you would do well to speak to the war leader here.
Possibly she has not yet settled upon amale for the darkness.”

The eyes of the two males came to mewhere | stood, taking no note of the dagger | handed acrossto
Wedin, their gazesimmediately filling with startlement which quickly became the approva and heet which
was usua when males gazed upon me. Jalav stood without covering or weagpon of any sort, and the two
light-haired Sigurri grinned well before the male who had spoken earlier dowly shook his head.

"It would give us great pleasure to spesk to the war leader," said he, "and yet speak to her isal we might
do. Had we awish for an early entrance to Sigurr's Eternd Legions, there are far smpler and less painful
methods of beginning the journey than putting a hand to the chosen of Sigurr's Sword. 1, personaly,
congder it agreat pity and loss, yet thereis naught | may do for it."

"I am the chosen of none save Mida," said | to the male. "Sigurr's Sword will not share thiswar leader's
deeping leather till he faces her, and perhaps not even then. Should it be my desire to use you or your
brother, mae, you will come to me when summoned.”

"Only should it be Sigurr himsalf who summons,” said the second male, both continuing to grin well.
"Sooner would | face the wrath of awench than the wrath of Mehrayn. Not for naught is he Prince of
Sigurr's Sword."

"And not for naught is Jalav the chosen of Mida," said I, looking upon the two fools of maesfor afind
time. "Asyou arefree | may not merely take your use, yet are we three Midannafree aswell. Asyou
refuse thiswar leader, so shall you be refused by her warriors. Perhaps the Sword you stand in so great
afear of will dlow you to return to your city."

Doatil and Wedin chuckled well at the immediate stricken look which took the two Sigurri maes, and then
did the Summa take themsealves back to the toray carcass the while | continued on to my weapons and
breech. Much would it have pleased me to have no males about upon that journey, yet had the presence
of Mehrayn and Chaldrin grown to two further Sigurri and the stranger SHeernoh aswell. The matter
had moved far beyond my ability to hat or dter, therefore | had to trust in Midato rid me of the maes
before my arriva at the visiting. Were sheto fail to do so, she would undoubtedly find the necessity for
deciding upon another chosen, if not by cause of the enemy Midanna, then surely because of the maes
themsalves.

With breech and weapons replaced and my life Sgn again wound about my dagger hilt, | hefted the
pouch of that which brought the Clouds of Seeing and then resolutely made for my kan. Chaldrin and
[Ivin had ridden up to add their kand to the string of those of the rest of us, and as| reached my kan |



saw the abrupt appearance of Mehrayn beside the two. The red-haired male had taken a moment or two
to wring the wetness from his black body cloth before replacing it along with his wegpons, and now his
hand fell heavily upon the shoulder of Chaldrin.

"Greetings, brother, greetings!” said he to Chaldrin in so jovid atone that the white-clad male turned to
look upon himin startlement. "How pleased | am to have you join usl™

"Perhaps| am mistaken,” said Chaldrinin adrawl, "yet do | fed that the Sword would have been even
more pleased had | not joined this group. Had | been aloneit might well have been so, yet thewench |
ride with is able to read the forests as another reads the scarring upon hisown pam.”

"Not at dl, brother,” said Mehrayn, the heartiness dropping from his voice as his hand withdrew from
Chaldrin's shoulder. "'l have waited anxioudy to thank you for speaking so well of me, better than | had
thought you would. A man is pleased to know that another thinks so highly of him.”

"What has she done?" asked Chaldrin with immediate weariness, one broad hand movingto rub at his
eyes. "It can be no other thing than thewench, and | would.. . . "

"She has challenged me!" said Mehrayn with such low fury that Chaldrin winced visibly at hisvehemence,
"Shewastold how able | am with ablade, and has therefore deemed me able enough to face her!”

"Y ou have no need to accept the chalenge," said Chadrin, considerable strain audiblein hisvoice. "Her
blood need not be spilled in order for her to learn that you are able to best her."

"Her blood!" hissed Mehrayn, hisfury growing. ™Y ou know well enough that | could not strike her, yet
what would there be to stay her weapon? In no manner would | find myself able to counter her, yet do |
aso foalishly wish to remain undiced! And | cannot smply refuse her chdlenge. If | fail to face her, | will
never again be allowed the pleasure of her! Why could you not have told her | wasinept, and was named
Sigurr's Sword only through the influence of my family? For what reason was it necessary to laud meto
the skies?'

"I spoke without thought,” said Chaldrin with asigh. "The wench demanded to know the reason | had no
wish to face you, and | spoke the truth without thought as to what its effect would be on her. Does she
mean to force you to the chdlenge?'

"By no means," said Mehrayn in avoice near to agrowl, hislight eyes meeting Chadrin's dark ones
levelly. Nearly of asize were those two males, and although Chaldrin was larger of girth, Mehrayn had
the shoulder-width of him. "By no meansam | to be forced to the chalenge,” said Mehrayn, vexation
holding him close. "I need not face the stubborn she-lengatill | am of amind to do so. Once | have faced
her she will consider dlowing me entrance to her deeping leather, yet till then | am to look elsawherefor
release. Sigurr take me, | have no wish to look esewherel™ In vexation did the male begin to stalk abot,
yet a sudden thought turned him back to Chaldrin. "Nearly did | miss the point, so befuddied does that
wench cause me to be. For what reason would you need to face me, that it was necessary for you to
gpeak of why you would not wish to?"

The abrupt question seemed one Chaldrin had expected, yet expectation had not heartened him to its
coming. Again he sghed, as though resigned to some matter, and dowly shook his head at Mehrayn.

"When once the dark god turns hisface from aman, never again does he smile upon him,” said heto a
puzzled Mehrayn. "I had thought the Cavernsthe harshest thing | would face through Sigurr's displeasure,
yet have | found that there are things beyond harshness. | would not retract my vow to the wench even
were| able, and yet-1 had hoped for more time to stand beside her."



"Y ou sound as though we had aready faced one another and you had falen,” said Mehrayn, returning to
stand before Chaldrin and look upon him with the puzzlement he continued to fed. "From what |, mysdif,
have seen of your skill, a set-to between us would be no preordained victory for Sigurr's sword. For
what reason do you speak asyou do?"

"l speak as | do for the reason that | have learned to know men and what movesthem,” said Chadrin, in
no manner avoiding Mehrayn'seye. "A manwho isbarely your equa will fight you with the ability of a
fiend from the depths, should he be given the proper motivation. | have seen your eyes when you looked
upon the wench-and could in no manner envison mysdf doing assheingstsand ill retain lifein my
body. Should matters continue on asthey are, shewill surely have her way, for | am but aman. To put
off theinevitableisfoolish; would you have us face one another now?"

Mehrayn sighed. "I believe | now understand her referenceto ‘others," " said he, both vexation and
annoyance clear in histone. "'l see she doesindeed seek to force meinto facing her, yet would | sooner
have that bottom within reach of my hand again. Y ou will, of course, refuse her should she cometo you.”

"Refuse her?' said Chadrin with the faintest of smiles, thewhile bristled with anger where | stood.
"Havel not said | am no more than aman? Thetaste of her fills even my waking dreams, the sight of her
bringing desire like none | have ever felt. Should she come to me and press those large-pointed breasts
into my flesh, touch my lipswith the softness of hers, put her hand to me-Would you find yourself ableto
refuse her?'

"Much doesit sound as though you have aready had her use," said Mehrayn in so soft avoice that all
amusement left Chadrin, his smile fading beneeth the green of the sarewhich held him. "Thisis
foolishness, | know, for the wench ismine, yet does it seem that the taste of her isfamiliar toyou. You
will, of course, assure methat | am mistaken.

"In the Caverns, no wench belongsto asingle man, nor are her origins made known to us,” replied
Chaldrin in avoice steady enough, yet did it seem that he looked upon his own death. "To refuse to teke
use from awench such as that would have been lunacy, and none of us suffered from lunacy of that sort.
Asyou wish the truth you shdl haveit: | would not have kept from her even had | know her to be
Sigurr's, not to speak of yours. And quite confidently does the wench assure me that you will have no
objection to her taking another man in your presence. Even when she was acaptive, said she, her use
was freeto al who wished it, and no man has ever sought to keep her hisalone. Now that sheisagain
free, sheinssts, surely none will seek to limit her use of what 'males she finds about her. Mehraynis
aware of the rights of awar leader, said she, and will not seek to limit her prerogative. Her belief inthisis
firm, and should it be necessary to speak words of disagreement, the chore must fall to Sigurr's Sword. |
am more than weary of being laughed at."

"Laughed at," muttered Mehrayn, his left hand repestedly freeing his sword a hand-span and then
thrusting it back within its scabbard again. “"No man has ever sought to keep her ashisadone. The
prerogatives of awar leader!” Then were hiseyesblazing. "What am | to do?' he demanded, as though
the other mae held knowledge which he refused to share. "in Sigurr's name, tell mewhat | antodo! In
al my kalod of life, inal my kalod as Sigurr's Sword, never have | felt so helplesst Shewill ligento no
word | speak, for she has been taught that men speak ‘foolishness and lies, and isableto find trust in
none of usthrough what has been doneto her! And above that, sheridesin the service of the gods! Any
man who attemptsto distract her pits himsdf againgt the gods! Willingly would | stland with sword in hand
againg any being who ever lived, yet how am | to chalenge the gods for her? Every man who has
attempted to do so has been thrown aside by them, as so much refuse! Tell mewhat | am to do!”

"Brother, | cannot," said Chaldrinin avoicefilled with pity, his hand going to the shoulder of Mehrayn,
who now stood with head down, asthough in defeat. "My lot issmplein that | merely need follow her



and stand with her, even should my life beforfeit. Had | the need to stand between her and her goals so
that | might be seen and taken note of-fear of the wrath of the gods would surely drive me shuddering to
my knees, not to spesk of having to interrupt the wench's single-mindedness relating to her devotion to
duty. Those who attempt to stand before her in the path she was set upon by the gods must face that
blade of hers-and the skill which few have ever attained. Should you need the assurance of one who was
foolish enough to face that blade, | give you my word that she will never fal without taking her due. Glibly
did | tell her that you would easily best her were you to face one another, and perhaps this would be so.
Infull truth do | say to you that you would not go unscathed even were you to triumph over her, for she
fightsasnone | have ever faced.”

"l have no wish to face her," said Mehrayn, his head dowly rising from its pogition of defeat. "AsSigurr is
my witness, | shall never face her. My sole desireisto hold her forever in my arms, and this| shdl do
though every god who ever was standsin denid. | know not how | shall accomplish this, yet | shdl. In
this, above dl other things, | shal not be bested. And you, my friend, had best watch your step.”

Briskly did he clap Chadrin upon the shoulder and then take himself off, a determination about him so
strong that both Chadrin and | could do no more than stare silently after him. Some time had it been
since confusion had swirled so thickly about me, yet had it not lost its ability to set my head to spinning.
What the words of the male meant | had no true idea, yet did one small part of it disturb me
consderably. As| had dready put away the smal sack in among my belongings, | left the side of my kan
to walk to Chadrin where he ill stood gazing after Mehrayn.

"What does he mean to do?"' | asked, drawing Chaldrin'simmediate attention. "Of what does he speak,
and what does he mean to do?'

"Y ou heard?" asked Chadrin, looking down at me. " Should you have heard al which passed between
us, you must know aswell as| that he meansto make you hisaone. | have seen you beside him, wench,
when indignation did not ride you as awarrior upon akan. Y ou cannot mean to deny him."

So quietly did Chaldrin spesk, with calm acceptance in both tone and eyes, his gaze firmly upon me, his
fingers resting upon his swordbelt. Broad and strong and cam was Chaldrin as he stood in hiswhite
body cloth looking down upon me, yet was he no more than a child speaking upon matters he had no
true understanding of .

"I have no need to deny him," said I, fedling quick anger a such colossa foolishness. "It shall be Mida
who denies him, as she has denied others, thistime, perhaps, with Sigurr's assistance. And not again shall
| barter my soul to reclaim the life of one who stands against the will of the gods. Not again.”

| turned and strode quickly away from Chadrin, aware of hiswish to spesk further upon the matter, yet
unwilling to be drawn more deeply into usdess mae foolishness. A few stepsinto the forest and our
halting place was gone from easy sight, yet did | continue onttill | waswell away, beyond sound of the
othersaswell assght of them. Thelowering heet of the fey was again oppressive, taking the cool so
recently given my body and turning it to small rills of swest, save for where my ill-wet hair touched me.
My left palm rubbed fretfully against the hilt of my sword as| strode back and forth before alarge, old
tree, seeking to calm the mountainous turmoil which threatened to whirl me away forever from the sght of
al.

The vanity of malesl He who was pleased to call himsdlf the Prince of Sigurr's Sword had come firmly
and strongly to the decision that Jalav wasto be his, therefore was Jalav not to deny him! Such adecison
had Cerat made, and nearly had Cerdt lost hislifefor the doing! Was| to again stand between amae
and hisfate, accepting agony and terror beyond description so that he might be saved from that which he
had so willingly and casualy set himsdlf to?



| put ahand to my middle & the strong flash of illnesswhich clawed through my inner flesh, knowing |
would not survive another such attempt. The very thought of it froze me where| stood, taking the
strength from my knees and threatening to send me sensdlessto the ground. A war leader of Midanna
should know no fear, yet had thiswar leader learned the true meaning of terror, and surely would such
lessons keep her from acting in defense of one whose absence was an ache deep in the chest-and whose
presence was constant irritation. To put such ademand to me again was beyond reason. | put ahand to
the rough bark of thetree| stood beside, and in Mida's name did | vow it. Not again!

Fully ahin must easily have passed before | again joined those who traveled with me. Our hdting place
had become our camping place, and the first thing which came to me was the aroma of roasting toray, the
cooking of which had become the chore of Ilvin. Flushed and swesting did she stand above the fire which
had been set, and that despite the fact that the wet of her hair spoke of her having been alowed to bathe.
The mae SHeernoh aso seemed badly in need of cooling and washing, for it was he who labored onin
an atempt to skin and gut the balance of the toray. Red to the elbows were hisarmsin gore, the same
smeared here and there upon his body. Much did it seem that he somehow felt put out, and sight of his
annoyance brought asmileto my lips. It pleased me that Wedin and Dotil received afull measure of
service from the mae they had alowed to follow them, service the male may not have expected to give.
Midannawarriors are firm with those maleswho give them dlegiance, so that the maeswill not mistake
their place. Full Midannawarriors were the Summa, and this the male SHeernoh would learn.

Mehrayn sat to one side of the camp with hismales, hislarge body stretched at ease upon a
cloth-covered lenga pelt, the other two to either side of him, al three conversing casualy in low tones.
Somewhat farther about the camp sat Chaldrin and the two Summa, the warriors spesaking, the male
merely listening. None save llvin took note of my reappearance from among the growing shadows, the
unfinished pipe | had set mysdlf to carving held in my hands. The Hittals eyes met mine above thefire she
stood near, a streak of something dark upon her Ieft cheek, alook of bridled fury within the gaze she sent
me. Thewarrior in her chafed at the tasks she had been set to as though she were a city dave-woman,
however she had not as yet been touched by any part of the knowledge which would have cometo her
had she been in true capture. She continued to fed hersdf justified in following me, athing shown clearly
in the stubborn set of her body which remained even after her head had lowered a my approach.

"Chadrin has not yet spoken of what pleasure he had when you were earlier madeto serve him,” said |
very softly as she poked at the cuts of toray with the blackened end of the stick she held. "Were you
made to serve wel|?!

Her body stiffened yet further at my words, and the face which raised to me had darkened with anger.

"It isbeyond me why you dlow that oneto follow you, Jdav," sad she, affronted indignation thick in her
voice. "The maeisimpaossible, and much would it please meto put the point of abladein him! Comethe
fey 1 amno longer bound to him, | shal face him no matter the cost!”

"There are some cogts, warrior,” said |, "which are beyond aMidanna's ability to meet. Y ou have given
your word to obey thismadein dl thingstill | release you from the vow. The maeislooked upon by me
asabrother, and | would not care to see him harmed. What would be the cost to you, Ilvin, if | wereto
fail to reease you from your vow? Would you see yoursdf forsworn?”

With the query Ilvin turned pale. No longer were there words in her throat nor fury in her widened eyes,
and | stood but a moment longer before turning from her toward the kand, where | would put my
unfinished pipe away beside the sack which would soon fill it. The kand had been seen to and were quiet
and satisfied some adready dozing where they stood, Gandod, in their place, would have been in fighting
temper, the manner in which they ever greeted the coming darkness, the time of fey they most preferred
to vent their fury upon one another. For that reason were gandod mounts to warriors alone, for males



cared little for attempting their taming. Without disturbing the drowsing kand | exchanged pipe for comb,
then went to seat mysdlf between Chaldrin and the Summa.

"Thefollowers of you both seewell to our needs,” said | to male and warriors, settling mysdlf upon the
thick, soft grass before taking up the comb. "I eagerly anticipate the cut of toray which will be mine.”

"Cooked toray," said Chadrin with agrowl, bringing forth chuckling from Wedin and Datil. "1 had
thought the great Midannawarriors preferred uncooked flesh to fill their bellies. For what reason do you
now seeit cooked?"

"For the reason that we wish it 50, said |, glancing in amusement a the male. "Midannawarriors do as
they please, athing Chadrin will come to know well.”

"Chadrin isdready aware of that thing," said the male, hisvoicefilled with annoyance. "Would that he
were able to take a switch to another of their number as easily as he did with that yellow-haired wench."

"Y ou gave punishment to the Hitta?' asked Wedin as | turned afrown upon Chadrin for hisinsolence.
"For what reason was it necessary that you do so?"

"For the reason that she presumed,” said the male, sending his calm, dark-eyed gaze to the Summa.
"When | was done with my mid-fey med and informed the wench she would then serve me with her
body, shein turn informed me that she had ever taken from amale, never having been taken, and would
serve meonly in that manner. | cut aswitch and whipped her till she screamed, then taught her the proper
manner of accepting aman. Once taught, she was able to do no other thing than obey me completely.
Well may she be Midanna, yet is shefirst and most thoroughly female.”

The sllence of hard-eyed blood insult settled upon the two Summa, clan commitments forgotten in the
face of such trestment toward one of their own. Few others save the Sillaamong the enemy clanswould
see another Midanna savaged so by amae without feding rage, yet were the eyes of Chadrin upon me
rather than upon those who were near to giving him chalenge. | considered the words he had spoken
very briefly, then did | make a sound of derison.

"So my brother seeksto giveinsult and anger,” said |, allowing my gazeto hold hisas| moved the comb
dowly through the tangles of my hair. "Perhagpsit would be well to inform him that should he be
challenged, his sister would be honor-bound to stand beside him in that challenge. Also, should he bear
the remains of awound which might well hamper him during battle, honor would aso demand that she
gand donein that chadlenge. Isthiswhat Chadrin wishes?!

The calm quickly fled the gaze of the mae as his hand went to the white cloth about hismiddle,
congternation and alarm immediately replacing that calm. Thethick brows of Chadrin lowered ashe
sought to look within me, and then did his eyes move to Wedin.

"She puts the feather to me again, does she not?" he asked, the rumble of hisvoice fainter than it normally
was. "Y ou and she are the same, you ride in service to the same goddess, you laugh and spesk together
assgers. She would not face you above blade edges, nor would you face her.”

"Honor demands no other thing," answered Wedin, her tone tiff and devoid of al friendliness. "Even
should the war leader deplore your actions, she isbound to stand beside or for you, just aswe are
honor-bound to stand in challenge. Think you sisterhood comes before honor? Without honor, sisterhood
would beidle

Deep frudtration took the male then, anger dso coming at sight of my smile. | had truly fathomed
Chadrin'sintentions, and had negated them by doing no more than spesking truth.



"The demands of honor!" growled the mae, asthough he spoke of things accursed. "Honor should be left
to men, for wencheswill ever overdo athing. For what reason did you fail to believe me?"

"For the reason that | have cometo know you," said I, returning my attention to the snarls of my hair.
"Chddrinisnot amaeto gloat over having beaten and taken afemae againgt her will. Heisnot above
doing such things, | know, yet is he above gloating over them.”

"He did not do the Hittaas he said?' demanded Wedin, confusion clear in her voice. "War leader, the
mdelied?'

"Hedid indeed,” said I, seeing the amusement in Chadrin over my previouswords. The mae chuckled to
himsdf, for he knew | had again spoken truth. " Perhaps he would now care to speak of what truly
occurred between Ilvin and himsdlf."

All eyeswent to Chadrin where he sat, and the male returned each gaze before shaking hishead. "The
beliefs of the wench asto how she must be used wereno lie)" said he, asigh of capitulation taking him.
"Wl might | have acceded to her needs, for | have no true ownership of her, yet was her manner of
informing me of those needs distasteful. Much was | made to fed that my ownership was hers, and dso
was | moved to suggest, in mockery of her tone, that she need not beat me as she seemed eager to do.
The wench immediately informed me that my pleawas rejected, took up the switch that Jalav had been
swinging al about, then had at me. | found it prudent to take the switch from her, gave to her the number
of blows she had managed to give me, then put her to her back. She made no more sound at the fed of
the switch than had |, yet was her body afterward eager to give methe pleasure | sought. In no manner is
awench able to deny the man who beats her, for she wishesto placate him so that he will not beat her

agan."

The eyes of the male became bland, a hidden smile bardly turning the corners of his mouth. Well did he
know that | had heard such a statement before from him, immediately following thefirst occasion he had
taken awhip to me. The urge toward anger rose high within me as memory was returned of that time, yet
was | aware of theintent of the male, and therefore did | smile rather than frown, and turn my head
toward the affronted dignity of the Summa.

"My brother seeksto have us gect him from our midst,” said I, drawing the bristling glare of both
wariors. "He knows he will serve methis darkness should | demand it, therefore does he seek to keep
the command unspoken. Hiswords of insult are as ddliberate as the lies he spoke, for he wishesto
provoke anger within me. | would have you understand this, so that no difficulty is given him."

"By the blessed sword of Midathe Golden," growled Wedin, her eyes angrily going to Chadrin.
"Another moment and challenge would have been hisrather than gection! For what reason does he seek
to avoid serving you, Jalav? Is he now unable due to having used the Hitta?"

"| serioudy doubt hisinability, Wedin," | said, turning my gaze to a Chadrin who was once again
wrapped deep in frustration. "He seeks to deny me, aswas asked of him by another.”

"Demanded of me," said Chaldrin, asournessdl through him. "The words were ademand, wench, not a
request, nor do | take umbrage at the demand. A man has hisrights.”

"Asawench has her needs,”" said another voice, and then did Mehrayn appear to seat himself upon the
far Sde of Chadrin. "Ever hasit been the right of aman to see happily to the needs of hiswench, asl
shdll do for you. When our repast is done, my fursare yours.”

"Jdlav has no need of the furs of merely any male," said I, my voice and gaze equdly cold. "Jdav will
share pleasure with one who does not fear to face her, with onewho iswillingly called brother. Themae



Mehrayn may say naught upon thisdecision.”

"The mae Mehrayn has much to say upon adecison such asthat,” said Mehrayn, his eyes continuing
cam, hisvoice gentle. "The mae Mehrayn has respect for the wishes of shewho isthewar leader Jdav,
yet are there certain mattersin which heisnot to be gainsaid. A man who fedssuch love as| fed for
you, Jalav, cannot bear to see another man touch hiswoman. 1t would have given me far greater pleasure
to have dain the filth Nobain with my bare hands, for he caused you great harm and agony and would
have forced himself upon you. | fed no smilar fury toward Chaldrin here, yet should you persstin
tempting him out of anger toward me, | will surely cdl him out. Do you wish to see him dain through no
fault of hisown?’

The calm, unangered eyes of Mehrayn remained upon me, perhaps deliberately ignoring the hand
Chaldrin had put to his own eyes, as though he were touched by pain. Wedin and Dotil exchanged looks
of confusion, understanding little of what occurred, yet wasit clear that Chaldrin had spoken the truth
ealier inthefey. Although | found belief upon the point difficult, Mehrayn did indeed seek to fill my
deegping leather to the exclusion of dl others. Such foolishness might be found among no othersthan
males, and even had | not aready determined to turn from Mehrayn, | would not have alowed it to
continue,

"He who gives challenge to my brother gives chalengeto me" said |, repeating the point for the benefit of
those who had no true understanding of it. "As my brother bears awound which would dow him, itis|
aonewho shall stland to the chalenge. In ameeting such asthisthere may, of course, be no quarter
given, no thought of keeping back the daying stroke. When and where are we to meet, male?’

"Weare not to meet,” said Mehrayn camly. " Should the need arise it is Chddrin whom | shal mest,
wound or no, with your gpprova or without. Y ou shal not stand for him nor even by him, for your

ing stances make thisamatter between men. Y ou have little understanding of this state of affairs, | know,
therefore do | attempt to teach you of it. Was there naught between us | would say no word upon your
doings, for | would not have the right. Did you not continue to be held by childish anger and petulance |
would say no word for there would then be little need. There shall ever be aplace for you beside mein
my furs, therefore need you no longer torment this man. Come to me and allow me to ease your need as
| have donein the past, and we need say no more concerning meetings and dayings. | shal hold you near
to me as gently or as strongly as you wish, and we shall both banish al thoughts of anger and
disagreement.”

Earnestly did the mae look upon me as hiswords ended, and though | felt the warmth and strength of the
arms he spoke of | was also ableto recall hisvow to chalenge the gods. Much did | wish to put my
hands to my face and hide myself from the thought of that challenge, but that wasimpossible. Wdll did |
know that were the maleto stand in jeopardy | would not find myself able to deny his need, despite the
curling fear in my soul, despite the agony and terror | would face. | would need to face again that which
few were ableto survive afirst time, and my courage flagged and faded with the thought of it. Far better
that | send the male from me, to pursue another who was not possessed jeal oudly by the gods.

"The maeMehrayn ismigtaken," said |, again sending the comb camly through my hair. " Thereis naught
between usto be consdered, naught which moves meto awish for hisuse. Asfor my brother Chaldrin,
he has been accepted in the service of Mida. Should he be dain, the war leader Jalav shall avenge him,
even against one who will not raise sword to her. Then shdl there be two who aredain, and Jdav shdl
continue on in the service of the gods-without malesto bedevil her. Y ou seek athing which isnot and
never shall be, male. Seek it e sawhere, and al may survive to face the strangers.”

It was not possible for meto keep my gaze upon him, yet was| aware of the hurt and rage which drove
him to hisfeet and away from where | sat. Mehrayn had no further words to speak, which wastruly a



blessing, yet would agrester blessing have been for Jalav to fal sensdlessto the ground. With no more
than afew angry strides was the mae gone entirely from me, and aready had the ache of his going begun
deep within. Mehrayn was denied me as Cerdt had been denied me, yet the ache came as though the
matter might be done otherwise. A great fool was Jdav, and more than afool, to fed such athing for
those who would never be hers.

Few words were exchanged among those in our camp before the toray was done, even the Summa
refraining from questioning me upon that which had occurred. Chaldrin went and fetched my toray and
his, and | took it and fed upon it even though | had lost al desirefor it. The hunger of healing continued to
be with me, and for that | gave silent thanks to Mida; the eyes of Mehrayn glowered from acrossthe
camp, and | had no wish to appear indecisive before him. | had sent him from me, and there he would

Say.

With the toray fed upon | completed the combing of my hair asbest | might, and then did | return the
comb to its place upon my kan. llvin and the male SHeernoh had both gone briefly into the pond to wash
themselves, and as darkness had aready fallen al those about the camp prepared to take their rest. The
crackling fire cast shadows al about as SHeernoh joined the Summa, and Chaldrin looked up as | halted
before his cloth-covered lenga pelt. Even with the cloth the fur would be overwarm to lie upon, yet for
once Mida's bare ground held little attraction for me. Chaldrin looked upon mewhere | stood slent and
unmoving, joined my slence for amoment, then turned his head toward llvin.

"Girl, go to those Sigurri warriors who ride with the Sword and tell them you are theirs for this darkness,”
sad heto llvin, histone gentle yet firm. " Should they be uninterested in the use of awench, seek a
solitary place to take your rest. Y ou are not to return here."

[Ivin, clearly distressed, parted her lipsto speak, yet did the words die on her tongue when her gaze met
mine. There was naught she might do save obey no matter the humiliation obedience brought her, and the
redlization of thistruth took her away into the shadows. With her departure Chaldrin sighed, patted the
cloth beside him, then waited till | had lowered mysdlf near him before he spoke.

"So you would day the Sword if hewereto day me," he murmured, his eyes upon me though | looked
only at my folded legs. ™Y our honor would demand such athing, | know, and | dso know you capable of
doing what must be done. Despitedl, | fed compelled to ask: would you truly find it within you to cut
Mehrayn down? | speak of no other, mind you; soldly Mehrayn.”

The cloth-covered pelt beneath me was warm and yidlding, caling comfort to my weary body. | opened
my swordbelt and removed it then put it aside, yet were there ill no wordsto reply with. Chaldrin had
sad | had spoken untruth, yet was there naught of insult felt within me, for he was correct. | would not
have found mysdf able to strike down Mehrayn, no matter the cause, no matter the provocation.

"So | thought,”" said Chadrin with afurther sgh when it was clear | would not reply to him. "1t would not
be possible for you to day him, for you fed for him what he fedsfor you. For what reason then, have
you entirely denied him?"

"Hewould throw hislife away in an atempt to wrest me from the gods,” | whispered, the pain of the
thought touching me again. "'l would buy back hislifeas| did with another, yet do | fear | no longer have
the strength. Hewould be lost then, and | likely surviving to recal my failure, and al would be far more
unbearable. Far better that he find belief in my words, and ride el sewhere to seek another.”

"And thisyou bdieve hewill do." Thewords of Chadrin werewithout inflection, neither giving support to
the comment nor questioningit. | raised my eyesto look upon his shadow-darkened face, then nodded
my heed.



"Heghall do sofor | shall seetoit,” said |, lifting one hand to stroke it dowly down hisarm from his
shoulder. "1 have no understanding of the reason he didikes the thought of my use of another male, yet
am | able to understand that such use speaks of there being naught between us. | had desired the
pleasure of you for this darkness, brother, and now do | have need of it aswell. Am | to be refused?’

The eyes of Chadrin continued to rest upon me from out of a shadowy visage, his sillence and the
darkness keegping his thoughts from me. Much did | begin to believe that he would indeed refuse me, and
then his hand came gently to my face.

"Had you demanded my agreement | would surely have refused you," said he, with resgnationiin his
voice. "Had you sought to bring anger or jealousy to the Sword, | would aso have refused you.
However, as your intentions are honorable, and as| cannot refuse you when you cal me brother in such
avoice"

Hiswords ended as hisarm came to my waist, and then was | lifted back to lie upon the cloth-covered
fur away from thefire, the back of Chadrin turned toward it. The hand of the male caressed my bresst a
brief moment before lowering to the ties of my breech, and then were hislipsbesde my ear.

"The Sword does not didike the thought of another man possessing you," Chadrin murmured, dowly
opening my breech and pulling it away. "The thought is abhorrent to him, asit would be to any man with
sense. Should your schemings go counter to your expectations | am likely adead man, and yet-" His
hand, moving between my thighs, drew asoft gasp from me as my hands went to hisarms, and gently he
chuckled. "And yet, my girl, thiswill bethefirst | have had willing use from you. Perhaps the cost is not
unreasonable.”

Hislips cameto mine asthe heat began to rise within me, brought about by his touch upon my
womanhood and the fed of histhickly muscled body against me. Well had | known that Chaldrin would
have the ability to cause meto fed s0, and deep was my need for strong pleasure without thought. Had it
not been foolish | would have wished Chadrin to be another, one who filled more than the emptiness
Chadrin would fill, yet wasit indeed foolishness and idle aswell. Again | moaned, beginning to lose
myself, and such was surdly for the best.

CH 4. An abrupt departure-and the will of the gods

Fully had | expected Mehrayn to depart the camp with the new light in return to his city. My use of
Chaldrin was to have shown him there was naught between him and me in accordance with hisown
views, yet had | forgotten how gresetly lacking were maesin reason. When we again took to thetrall
Mehrayn and his maleswere with us, he who was called Sigurr's Sword silent and grim.

Of those who rodein our s&t, no other save llvin emulated Mehrayn. The pale-haired Hittawarrior was
fully disturbed, for the two Sigurri who accompanied Mehrayn had accepted her use for the darkness
with wide grins. They, unlike Chadrin, had not considered even briefly the alowing of Ilvin her own
method of use, ingtead taking their pleasure by making IIvin hel plessto their demands. The Hittastimein
the capture of the followers of the Oneness had been harsh and crud, ill preparing her for the use which
Chadrin and the Sigurri took. To be used with no thought for her own pleasure allows awarrior the
dignity of hatred and the considering of revenge, yet to be made to fed great desire and need before she
isgranted use brings naught save humiliation. The congternation in Ilvin's eyes showed she began to learn
the lesson | had meant for her, the lesson teaching what might well have been her fate forever.

Wedin and Dotil had looked fondly upon the gray-haired male SHeernoh when al three were mounted,
and the male had returned their look with amused delight. It had pleased the Summato dlow the mde
their use rather than taking his, and they had not regretted their decision. Despite the age of the mae he



had been able to satisfy both of those he followed, which put a knowledge of justification for the request
she had made in Wedin's eyes.

The new light showed Chadrin silent yet extremely pleased, and that despite the fact that he had chosen
not to see the cold-eyed stare which Mehrayn had bestowed upon him. He no longer seemed concerned
over facing Mehrayn, and this, to me, seemed one with the balance of the doings of maes. For what
reason would one fear ameeting one fey, and be unconcerned over it the next? Had the fear been mineit
should certainly have increased, for Mehrayn had been the sole malein camp to fail to find release the
darkness previous. All know that males must have the use of afemae elsetheir surlinessincreases, yet
Chaldrin seemed to care not. Puzzlement accompanied me as | rode beside the Summa, speaking to
them of Bellinard and city ways, yet this brought no more than amusement to Chadrin.

For our mid-fey meal was there smoked toray, the last of the beast the heat of the land would alow usto
taste. | fed with morerelish than | had the darkness previous, and dso did | come to the decision that
more must be doneto rid myself of the presence of Mehrayn. To alow him to remain with my set wasto
invite disagter, for one may not know what foolishnesswill suddenly enter the head of amae such ashe.
The sense of dignity he possessed was considerable, therefore | thought that bruising his dignity might
well send him to ride e sewhere. When Chadrin left my side to spesk to Ivin upon some matter which
displeased him, with SHeernoh also gone to ook over the hooves of hiskan, | turned to the Summaand
briefly discussed my thoughts with them. Both grinned with amusement though they did not fully
understand, and both agreed to assist me. Our journey to their homelands would be long, and diversions
on such ajourney were welcome indeed.

Nearly were we prepared to resume our journey, when Wedin and Datil strolled toward where the three
black-clad Sigurri warriors stood. M ehrayn paid them little mind and moved off toward the kand, yet
were hismaes eager for their attention, puffing themsalves up and grinning at the Summas gpproach.
Soft words were at first exchanged between the four, and then did Wedin laugh aoud the while Datil
grinned.

"Our interest in the maes about us hasits limit, Gidain," said Wedin to the Sigurri who had spoken to
them the fey previous, her voice loud. "For what reason would we find interest in one who was spurned
by dl others? That warrior isfoolish who takes the use of amale out of pity."

"Indeed,” said Datil in agreement, taking no heed of the manner in which both Sigurri paled and
attempted to gesture the Summacto silence. "The male must truly be clumsy and inept, far beyond the few
words of derision Jalav has spoken, despite the heartiness of his gppearance. He continuesto follow a
war leeder who haswearied of his clumsiness, most likely through there being no other femae who will
have him. And you would have us offer him use, as though he were worthy of our attentions? Seldom
have we heard such foolishness”

"Y ou have not heard such foolishnessthistime!" hissed the mae Gidain, filled with fury, yet were his
words far too late. He had hesitated in speechlessness after Dotil had done speaking, and afurioudy
red-faced Mehrayn had jumped to the back of his kan and ridden off. | felt abottomlessrelief at the
ending of Mehrayn'sintentions to challenge those he had no hope of finding victory over, and stood
looking after him where he had disappeared into the forest, pleased beyond words. The Summa had
donewell inusing his pride againgt him, | thought, yet strangely enough another was not as pleased as|.

"To have aman treated o is naught to smile over," said SHeernoh to me, great disgpprova evident in
the sharpness of his gaze. "He has done naught to deserve such humiliation at the hands of awench."

"Y ou spesk to no wench but awar leader, male," said I, my words cold with the passing of surprise, my
body dtiffening ininsult. "Should you wish to continue spesking so, firgt find ablade to give you theright.



Insult may not be given by onewho fearsto arm himself."

"I do not fear to arm myself," said the gray-haired male, his gaze continuing to hold mine, "nor do | speak
insult. | speak no more than truth, atruth which you, war leader, refuse to hear. | have listened to many
words concerning the humiliation which others have given you, yet are they no more than words, to be
spoken and forgotten. Y ou give humiliation asfredly asthose who gave the same to you, and then do you
excuse your actions by loud protestations that you will not refuse the challenge. How gracious of you, to
alow the chalenge to those who have no hope of besting you! Y ou impaose your will upon al those about
you, never pausing to consder whether or not you have the right of the thing, giving hurt to those who
would not return that hurt even at peril of their lives! When first we met | admired you, war leader, yet

Hiswords ended abruptly, as though he had no need to speak the last of them, and in truth he had not. |
might perhaps have spoken of the truth he had not seen, yet did | turn from him instead and go to my
kan. Far better Mehrayn suffer the smal hurt and be kept from the greater, and this | would continue to
believe no matter the beliefs of others.

Our journey through the forests continued in silence, dl deeply enmeshed in thoughts of their own. The
two Sigurri males had been unsure upon the point of continuing on with us, for their purpose had been to
accompany Mehrayn, who was no longer with the set. Had it been |, | would have followed histrack to
see where he had gone, yet the two Sigurri seemed reluctant to face the one who was their leader. That
they had spoken naught of the request attributed to them by Wedin and Dotil had no meaning, for
Mehrayn might well be too embarrassed and ashamed to heed their protestations of innocence. They
chose to continue with our set the while they considered what other thing might be done, yet did they ride
far to therear, away from the balance of us.

Wedin and Dotil had didiked the words spoken to me by their mae, yet had SHeernoh turned a deaf
ear toward their attempt to remonstrate with him. He rode ahead of us upon his gray kan, his gaze turned
inward, his silence astrong rebuke against what the Summa had done. Chaldrin continued to ride beside
me, yet his gaze spoke of the displeasure he felt and also of hisanger. It irked me that the males behaved
30, asthough it would have been better had | alowed Mehrayn to remain where hislifewould surely
have been placed in jeopardy, yet wasn't irrationality to be expected from males? It requiresawarrior to
think clearly, and males, no matter that they took the calling to themsalves, were scarcely warriors.

Perhaps two hind passed in undisturbed travel, and then was our set forced to turn our path east. The
sounds of lenga battle cameto us clearly from ahead and to the west, the volume of growling and
screaming speeking of agreet gathering. Well might it have been amating gathering, which al those who
rode and lived within the forests were wise enough to avoid. After awhile were caves again visbleto us
in the distance, far ahead through the trees, so that we had to turn north again if we were not to be halted
by the stone of their presence. Thiswe began to do, and then did a deep rumble come to us from out of
the distance.

"The skies begin to spesk with Sigurr'sanger,” said Chaldrin, seeking sight of the blue which lay above
the tops of the trees we rode through. " Perhaps it was unwise of you to do as you did with his chosen
Sword."

"Thunder from out of Midal's skies brings naught of fear to her warriors" | retorted, seeing the manner in
which the light of the fey turned brassy asit dimmed, and aso the movement of the treesin the sudden
wind which sprang up and stiffened. " Clearly does a storm approach, one of those which arise from
naught, drop the tears of Mida quickly, then depart asrapidly asthey came. Have you never seena
storm of that sort?'



"| have seen many stormsin these parts,” said Chaldrin, looking about himsdlf asthe skies darkened as
though the hand of Mida covered her light, and grest, heavy drops of rain began to fal. "Never, however,
have | seen one asbrief and gentle as that which you describe. We must find shelter, and that at once.”

My lips parted to express my thoughts upon the foolishness of maleswho feared the wetness which fell
from Mida's skies, when my words were overcome by anumber of happenings a once. Lightning flared
through the skies with such strength that my eyes saw itsimage even after it had faded, and with it came a
sound of thunder which deafened al who heard it. Harder and harder did the rain begin to fall, asthough
it meant to batter usinto the ground, and then came another flash of lightning, screaming asit threw itself
againgt atree not far distant. Fire flared and crackled where the burning stroke had touched the tree, and
the kan beneath me began plunging wildly with fear amidst the din of further thunder.

"The caved" shouted amale voice, one impossible to distinguish from the sounds dl about us. "We must
take shelter in the caves!"

All of the kand were plunging with fear, attempting to pull from the reinswhich held them and race away
from storm-brought terror. The rain had thickened to such adownpour that it was difficult to see about
onesdf, and clearly the caves which we had seen were the sole place we would indeed find shelter. |
gestured onward through the pelting rain in the hopesthat | might be seen, and then did | urgemy kanin
the proper direction, which hetook at once. In the midst of rain and wind and darkness were the others
quickly logt, yet had | seen them in aflash of lightning, and knew that they rodein the direction | did.

Therideto the caveswas|ong and difficult, for my kan quickly discovered it could not race at full tilt asit
wished to. Treesloomed too often in our path, and it was necessary to take caretill they thinned enough
to dlow usto hurry. The stony ground before the caves was dippery from wetness, the darkened
openings shown in aflare of lightning-fury spaced far one from the other. It maitered not at al to me
which my kan chose, for memory lived strong within me of the last time | had experienced such astorm,
toward the end of my timein Ranistard. The storm had come during the lashing decreed for me by
Gdiose, hewho was High Seet of Ranistard, and each time lightning cracked and thunder spoke | was
again ableto fed the lash descending, cutting my flesh and bringing untold agony. My kan dowed before
an opening large enough to admit him, giving me opportunity to dide from his back before he plunged
within, leaving me to sumble shuddering in hiswake. The cave might well have been thelair of some
child of thewild, yet upon the moment | cared no more than my kan. The need | felt to be away from the
storm transcended every care and consideration, even that which might well become alife threst. |
entered the cave and moved from the entrance nearly asfar asmy kan, we both bringing trails and pools
and drippings of water with us, and then | crouched down with my arms about me, attempting to quiet
the shudderings which continued to bring tremors to my body. The thunder raved on in seeming anger
that it had been escaped, and | know not how many reckid passed before it came to me that there was
light in the cave in which | crouched, the light of atorch. | raised my head in lack of understanding,
looking belatedly about, and there, in the entrance to afarther cave with faint light streaming out behind,
stood the male SHeernoh.

"|-found these torches upon the ground when | first arrived and struck alight,” said he, hisvoice odd as
he looked upon me. "Likely they were |eft by those who took shelter here at some earlier time. | arrived
enough before you so that | have also been ableto light asmall fire in the second cavern. ™

He stood unmoving as he spoke, hisface expressonless, and well did | recall the manner in which he had
addressed me earlier inthe fey. Though | had no wish at dl to go again into the storm without, | had even
less desire to remain with one who had o little relish for my presence. | arose from my crouch and
turned again toward the opening through which | had so recently come, yet the words of the male came
again before | had gone more than two or three paces.



"Wait!" hecdled. "I cannot fault you for wishing naught of my company after the words| spoke earlier,
however you cannot mean to brave the storm again. The next nearest caves are no short distance, and
we need not even share the same cavern. | have aready dried myself somewhat by thefire, and it would
please me to see you do the same.”

"I would not force another from afirein this damp, even though that other be male," said |, seeing the
dark light up beyond the cave opening in continued, mindlessfury. "The next cave cannot be so far.”

"Andyetitis" said he, hisvoice smoothening to coaxing as his step sounded nearer upon the stone of the
floor. "I saw its distance when | saw those men in black, the Sigurri warriors, enter it just before | entered
here. And thereis sufficient wood for asecond firewhich | will build here, in this cavern, for mysdf.
Once | have taken thewood, | will not enter that cavern again to disturb you."

| turned my head to look at the male, and though he smiled, | continued to feel agood dedl of reluctance
to remain, and yet to leave that place only to go to the place chosen by the Sigurri maleswould beidle.
Intruth | had the wish for the company of none of those | rode with, and perhaps the farther cavern
would truly bethe best of it. My nod of acceptance had more than abit of reluctance within it, yet the
amile of the mae warmed regardless.

"| shdl fetch the wood and my kan at once," said SHeernoh, his hand lifting as though he would touch
my shoulder, then withdrawing as he turned from me and hurried toward the other opening. | followed
more dowly, considering taking my kan farther within, yet did the beast back from me somewhat as|
approached, asthough in fear that | meant to return it to the insanity of the storm. Its eyes seemed
prepared to roll wildly with thefear it felt, therefore did | leave it be and enter the next cavern without it.

The second cavern was amate to the first, rounded rather than squared and large enough to have held
our entiretraveling set within it. The sngle torch set within the rock of the wall was like that in the outer
cavern, though aided by the presence of afire near to the back wall. SHeernoh had taken adouble
armload of wood from a pile which was much of asurprise by cause of its Size, and the amusement had
returned to his smile as he moved toward hiskan.

"Those who were here before us must surely have anticipated alengthy stay,” said he, taking up therein
of hiskan. "1 haveleft cloths for you, with which you may take aded of the wetnesswhich coversyou. |
have otherswhich | shdl usein the outer cavern, and shdl not disturb you."

Hisnod wasfriendly inaway | did not understand. Much did | doubt that there would ever be true
friendliness between the male and mysdlf, yet did | follow him to the opening through which he had gone,
and looked on as he crouched beneath the torch.

"Should you require further wood,” said | when his eyeswere upon me, "you may enter and teke it as
you please. The cave, and thewood as well, werefirst yours. There would be little honor for thiswarrior
in seeing you do without."

"Lady, you aremost gracious,” said he, remaining crouched where he had been, the smile warming the
dark of hiseyes. "Few femaeswill consder aman so, preferring that he consider them to the exclusion
of dl thingsincluding himsdlf. Y ou do me honor by sharing my shelter.”

Wl did | know what honor my presence was for him, therefore did | turn away from the words which

were not meant to be heeded and return to the fire which awaited me. Asthe male had said, there were
cloths before thefire, therefore did | first remove my swordbelt and draw the sword given me by Mida,
then took up one of the cloths. So penetrating the rain had been, that the blade of my sword was nearly
aswet asthat of my dagger. First did | see my sword wiped, and then my dagger and life sign, and only
then did | begin upon my own saf. A warrior will ever seefirgt to her weapons, eseis she no warrior;



the dark red crumbling will take any weapon not properly cared for, and that most likely when it israised
againgt an enemy. | crouched before the fire, the wet breech stripped from me, the stone rough yet warm
beneath my feet, drying my body and hair and regretting that | had no oil to see more completely to my
sword. Once the storm was gone, | would find the oil | required.

When once | had wiped the wetnessfrom me | sat cross-legged before thefire, staring within its depths
and thinking no thought beyond how lovely the colors of that fire were. Many plans would need to be
made in the feyd to come, yet upon that moment was there the peace of no thought at al, apeace | was
not often fortunate enough to find. | sat so for anumber of reckid, and then did | hear the sound of a
footfall a the opening to the other cavern. Likely had SHeernoh found that the wood he had taken was
insufficient for his needs, and he had come to fetch away more. | rose to my feet with asigh and moved
toward the pile of wood, thinking to aid him and thereby rid mysdlf of the presence of another more
quickly, yet when | glanced toward the opening | discovered the error | had made. The male who stood
there was not SHeernoh, nor was he seeking wood. The male who stood there was Mehrayn.

He who was caled Sigurr's Sword stood astare in the opening, his thumbsin his swordbelt, hisred hair
darkened with wet, his broad face surrounding the deep anger gleaming from the green of hiseyes. So
large and well-muscled was he, so tdl did he stand, that a thing deep within me chilled to see him so. He
stood no more than amoment staring upon mein silence, and then did he come forward, away from the
opening and toward me. Again did the chill twist about insde me, for my sword lay anumber of paces
behind me, beside thefire. No time at dl wasthereto turn and makefor it, scarcely wastheretimeto
take my dagger from itsleg bands and bring it up, the front of my hand againgt the leather of my lifesign
where it was wound about the hilt just below the guard. | stood in readiness as the anger in the eyes of
the maeincreased, his glance going to the blade in my hand, his pace dackened not at al ashe came
toward me, heedless of my wegpon. | dashed the blade toward him, meaning to catch him below theribs
and give him what my sword had given Chadrin, yet did my blade meet naught save air, for themae
twisted about with unexpected speed to avoid the stroke. A heartbeat and half breath later my arm and
hand werein hisgrip, thearm held tight, Mehrayn's back to me, the hand turned in some manner so that |
was unable to struggle or free mysdlf. One turn and the dagger was gone from lifeessfingers, one pull
and | followed the weagpon quickly to the rock of the floor. No sound save apair or two of scuffling
footsteps had been made in the dimness of torch and firdight, yet | lay upon the stone unable to move,
unable to keep the dripping, red-haired, knedling figure from capturing my left wrist aswell and adding it
to the right. With both wrists together was the irresistible pressure gone and | able to struggle again,
againg what fate | knew not, yet did I know | wished naught of it.

"Y ou have now raised that wegpon to metwice," said Mehrayn, looking down upon mewherel lay, his
voice overly soft with the anger hefdt. "In thefirst instance you received no punishment, yet thisinstance
shall not be the same. Should you ever attempt such athing again, you had best seethat | am quickly
dain; should | continue among theliving, your regret will be very deep.”

My regret was aready deep for | had not expected to see the foolish male again, nor had | thought he
would be able to take my dagger with such ease. The hardness of the rock pressed into my back as|
tried usdesdy to free my wridts, faint sounds of sorm-fury drifting through from the other cavern again
touching and bringing forth memories of pain. The mae meant to revenge himsdlf upon me for the attack |
had attempted-and likely the humiliation he had been given as well-and there was naught | might do to
prevent it.

"For what reason do | hear no words from you?' Mehrayn demanded after a brief moment of silence, his
anger continuing asit had been. "Are you no longer the chosen of al the godsthere are, far above the
doings and wishes of mere maes? Will you not tell me of the terrible fate awaiting me should | dareto
touch you in punishment? Speak to me, woman and warn me away as you have ever done!"



| moved my wrigtsin discomfort againg his strengthening grip, making no attempt to meet the blazein his
eyes, or to speak the words he demanded. Well had | learned that Mida would not shield me from the
pain given by males, therefore would al words be usdless. Maes are males, after all, and words may do
naught againgt thelr intentions.

"Perhaps she merely awaits the harm you mean to bring her,” said the voice of SHeernoh. Mehrayn's

head snapped up to send his anger toward the opening to the next cavern, aplace | was unableto see
fromwherel lay. "The humiliation she caused you judtifies such adoing does it not, Prince? There are
none about who would condemn you for seeking revenge, and none about capable of halting you. For
whét reason do you hesitate?!

"l do not hesitate," growled Mehrayn, his eyes continuing angrily upon the malel was unableto see, his
broad hands still clamped about my wrigts. "Thereisno need for anyoneto halt me, for | have no
intentions of offering thiswench harm. It iswords | will have from her, and those right quickly.”

The anger-filled gaze returned once more to me, but | knew not what words he awaited, for | had none
which hewould heed.

"Do you seek to have her beg to be released?' came the voice of SHeernoh again, puzzlement clear in
thetone of it. "She may well hesitate to do such athing, Prince, yet am | able to assure you that freedom
would bring her deep gratitude, so deep that she will surely recall the doing in the most favorable of lights.
Her gratitudewill .. "

"Gratitude!" interrupted Mehrayn with asnort of derision, hdting the flow of smoothly spoken words
from the other male. "Thisfemaleisincapable of true gratitude, incapable of accepting afredly given
gesture, incgpable of believing that gesture performed without hidden motivations: And | do not await a
begging of any sort from her. | know well enough she would sooner give up her life."

His gaze continued to flame down toward me, his anger unabating, and when | again attempted to
struggle free from his grip, he moved from his crouch to knedl above me, his knees straddling my body.

"Do you await words of apology, then?" asked SHeernoh, his voice somewhat fainter than it had been.
"The wench must truly be in discomfort to be held so, therefore perhaps you would consider . ... "

"I will consder naught save continuing her discomfort!” snapped Mehrayn. "My own discomfort has
continued long enough and strongly enough, yet what consideration have | had from her? Thewords |
await are ones of explanation, ones| shal have even should it be necessary to hold her hereas| now do
till Sigurr tires of our world and sends the flames of ending to destroy it! Thelonger | think upon the
meatter the higher my anger grows, therefore had her words best come quickly! For what reason do you
ingst o upon facing me, wench? For what reason does the need burn so within you?”

His anger approached nearer as he leaned down farther toward me, yet the greater confusion he also
brought was a digtraction from that anger. | moved my wrists againgt the strength of his grip, fegling the
dampness of hisflesh where it touched my body, unable to free my hair where most of it lay crushed
beneath me.

"I have aready spoken of what reasons| have which cause my wish to face the male Mehrayn,” |
replied, sending my own gaze up toward him. "At this moment, the male does naught save add to them."”

"Indeed?' said Mehrayn, hisbrowsrisng in mock questioning. "Y ou seek to face me now in insult over
what was done to you by me, for now you have learned that | am no stranger to the hilt of asword? Y ou
attempt to face me as you faced Chaldrin when he allowed you the chalenge, yet do | have aquestion
concerning that bout: in what manner did you learn of Chadrin's prowess? Whose vaued opinion



assured you of his ability to face you?'

"Why, al those within the Caverns were aware of Chadrin's ability,” | replied, the words coming dowly
from the confusion which remained with me. "1 continued to demand the chalenge, and at last he agreed
to faceme.”

"Y ou continued to demand the challenge,” said Mehrayn, the words putting aglint in the green of his
gaze. "Am | mistaken in believing that you first gave him chalenge upon the moment heinitidly refused to
grant you freedom? How then did you know of his prowess? And for what reason would you accept the
opinion of mere 'maes,’ those whose own ahilities are so often, in your own words, clumsy and inept?
What then of the dishonor in facing one whose abilities are less than yours?'

"A warrior isfreeto challenge any who atempt her capturel” | snapped, Struggling yet further againgt the
strength which held me. "All males show great bravery when Jdav is bound, less when they must face her
with wegponin fig!"

"A warrior isfreeto do many things, it seems,” said Mehrayn, deliberatdly taking no note of my struggles.
"Most especidly isawarrior free to begrudge and envy the skill of others, as petulantly as any wench of
the cities. Why do you fail to shrill in anger and slamp your foot aswell as offer chalenge, child warrior?
Perhaps then aman would dlow his patienceto fly, and immediaey grant you your challenge.”

"Y ou would accuse awarrior of envying the skill of amae?' | said in derision, scarcely ableto credit the
foolishness he spoke. "For what reason would one envy another for possessing lessthan she? Y ou speak
asdo al maes, without reason and without sense, and | have long since grown weary of it. Release me
immediatey!"

"If thereisno senseinwhat | speek,” said Mehrayn, the anger growing yet again, "for what reason did
you not insst upon challenge before you were told of how great a skill 1 am the possessor of ? For what
reason wasit necessary that you first be told you could not best me before highly incensed insult touched
you? For what reason do you do al in your power to force meto face you, rather than merely drawing
your wegpon and having a me?sit for the reason that merely daying me would not alow you to boast
that you had bested me?Isit for the very possible reason that the smalness of your soul will not alow
another to go unmolested who might well be your superior? Must dl those about you bow to your mighty
blade or be dain? What if | were to best you instead? What if you wereto find defeat rather than
victory? What then, wench?'

Hisvoice had risen to deafening shouts, and so great was his anger that the grip he held mein had
become true pain. My thoughts whirled in agitation over the words he spoke, for | found mysdlf unableto
bear thetruth | had been forced to see. Perhaps at first my anger toward him and hisdoing in the caverns
had caused me to be incensed over the thought that he might possess the skill to best me with swords,
yet then had come the unacknowledged fancy that al pain and striving would at last cometo an end were
he able to bury abladein me. How grestly | longed for such an end | had not known mysdlf, for | had
pursued and provoked the male at every opportunity, speaking of insult only so that | need not
acknowledge the truth even in my own heart. To attain the blessed peace of the eterna darkness| would
have gladly forsaken al those who looked to mefor leadership and succor, and so deeply shamed did |
fed that | closed my eyes and turned my face from the male who glared furiousy upon me. To forsake
those who had placed their trust in oneis unforgivable, no matter the burdens one carries, no matter the
weight and pain of them. So great a coward had Jalav become that naught meant more to her than her
own comfort and wishes, and in whatever manner the male took his revenge, the coward Jdav had
earned the painin full measure.

A moment of slence passed as my mind thrashed about in the confines of salf-made shame, and then did



the grip loosen upon my wrists as Mehrayn shifted about.

"I hear no further protests of innocence, wench," said he, no longer in ashout though il with anger.
"However, | dso hear naught in answer to my question. Have you any concept of theloss | would face if
| wereto day you?"

"Theloss of thisonewould beminimal a best,” | replied in awhisper, hearing the bitternessin hisvoice
yet understanding naught of it. "I have, however, certain duties which seemed to have dipped from my
thoughts, therefore must | withdraw my challenge to you. Shewhois Jdav isnot freeto lightly face one
who might well best her."

Again came the silence surrounding the dark of closed lidsinwhich | lay, and again did Mehrayn move
about upon hisknees. Thefed of the stone against them could not have been one of comfort, yet he
continued to hold mein place as he had. Then, as though the words fought their way through clouds of
confusion, he spoke.

"Sooner would | have thought to hear begging than that which you have just voiced, wench," said he, his
anger momentarily forgotten beneath the weight of puzzlement. "Y ou withdraw the challenge? Just so
easly? Y ou will no longer seek to face me?"

"Blindness no longer covers me, and my duty stands clear againin my sight,” said | with asigh, looking
upon him once more. " Should the male Mehrayn think upon the matter and find that his anger demands
chalenge after al, Jalav will meet him after the strangers have come and been seen to. Shewill then be
freeto do as she wishes."

"Y et till then the matter of challenge must be forgotten,” said Mehrayn in amutter filled with growing
pleasure. "I had not thought to find myself joyed at the prospect of the arrival of those who mean usiill,
yet now-" His muttering ended as his gaze returned to me, and asmile turned hislips. " Should the choice
be |eft to me, wench, there shall never be challenge between us, for | shdl never face you. | am endlessly
pleased that matters between us may now return to that which they were.”

With such words did his head then lower toward mine, hisintention clearly to have our lipstouch, yet
such athing could not be alowed. | had seen naught to suggest he no longer meant defiance of the gods,
and | would continue forever to refuse to be party to such mindlessness. | turned my head quickly so that
his lipsfound my ear rather than that which they had sought, and his head rose again in immediate
annoyance.

"Perhgpsthistimeitis| who hasforgotten,” said he dryly, "yet doesit seem that matters between uswere
other than this. | cannot recall having often sought your ear to kiss. It isyour lips| wish, wench, and |
wish them now."

Again hishead lowered toward me, and again | turned my face from him. "Y our wishes are of no
concernto me, male," said | to the even greater annoyancein hiseyes. "l have said thereis naught
between us, and have d so attempted to prove that. Even amale should have found the doings sufficiently
clear for full understanding, therefore may you now release me.”

"May | indeed,” said he, gazing down upon me with alowering look which showed how completely his
previous pleasure had departed. "And for what reason is there now naught between us, when till now
there was more than | had ever known was possible?

"l find | havetired of you," said |, spesking the lie with discomfort as| moved my wrigtsin his continuing
grip. "A war leader is accustomed to using many males, and the use of no more than one grows quickly
tiring. | shal never again find interest in you; therefore may you give over dl thoughts of defying the gods.



The gesture would be an empty one, even wereit possibleto find surviva and victory.”

Again he was slent seeming more taken aback than angered, then Mehrayn dowly began nodding his
head.

"l see," said he, glancing briefly at SHeernoh, whose sigh had returned his presence to our awareness.
"Y ou no longer find interest in me, therefore need | no longer consider defying the gods. It strikes me that
you are correct, and | shal indeed no longer consider such athing, however-"

The pleasure that hiswords brought was short-lived, for he quickly did one arm beneath me, turned me
to my belly upon the stone, then brought my arms down and crossed my wrists a my back.

"1, mysdlf, have not yet tired of you," he continued, fumbling about briefly with one hand before the fed of
adgtrip of leather was brought to my wrigts. "Asyou no longer find me of interes, it will be necessary that

| hold you in capturetill | have had my fill of you. That will easly take the balance of thisfey and al of the
darknessto follow."

The accursed male chuckled as he tightened the leather about my wrists, then backed upon his kneestill
he was able to do the same with a second strip about my ankles, paying no mind to the manner in which |
growled and struggled in fury. The stone of the floor put grit on my breasts and belly and al down the
front of me, the sole accomplishment of my struggles; the leather refused to stretch free to loose me from
themde.

"I shdl return momentarily to begin the enjoyment of my captive," said Mehrayn, stroking my thigh before
risng to hisfeet. "1 desire greater comfort than this cavern now provides, and my kin has not yet been
seento.”

With little concern did he then leave the cavern, crossing before SHeernoh, who stood perhaps a pace
from the opening. The gray-haired male was clearly amused at Mehrayn's doing, yet when he saw my
eyes upon him he attempted to swalow his amusement.

"The thongs have not been tightened too far upon you, have they, war leader?' he asked, some small
indication of true concern evident in histone. "Should you bein pain, | fed certain that the Prince will
immediately loosen them.”

"It would please meto loosen certain parts of the Princel” | snarled low, furious that the male would dare
to attempt to make me his captive. "My dagger lies here besde me, SHeernoh. Takeit up quickly and
freeme”

"Alas, war leader, | may do no such thing," the Mida-forsaken male replied with areturn of amusement,
badly hidden beneath afaselook of sorrow. "Asyou have so often pointed out, one who failsto bear
weaponswould be afool to stand in the path of one of kill. I have, inmy time, held ahiltinmy figt, yet
was | far from the best among my people. As| am unable to chalenge the prince for his captive, that
captive must remain his. It ismy fondest hope that that captivity will not prove to be too-tiring."

His bow took his smirk briefly from my sight, and then did he turn and depart through the opening. The
snarl in my throat waswell high wordless, yet was Mida surely able to make out in it my demand for her
wrath to fal upon the heads of dl maesaike. Had Mehrayn attempted to give me pain in vengeance for
that which | had done to him | would not have made an effort to deny him, yet | could not bear the
thought of spending another darknessin his capture. Once before had he held me briefly in capture, and
no warrior in even partial possession of her wits and reason would wish for another darknesslikeit. The
male had been impossible, astotally beyond reasoning with asal maes, and memory of that time set me
to squirming about upon the stonein an effort to reach the dagger which lay near where lay. 1t had



become desperately necessary that | free mysdlf, and that as quickly as possible.

My flesh stung from the scrape of stone upon it in many places, yet had the passage of but afew reckid
seen me able to turn to my side, then to my back, then to my sde again with the hilt of my dagger held
precarioudy in my fingers. It would not have been difficult to tighten my hold, however such tightening
would not have put the sharpened edge of the weapon to the leather which bound me. | was ableto
touch the leather with the blade, or | was able to hold the dagger firmly; the curse of the gods denied
both things a once. The swesat stood out upon my body as | struggled to approach the leather without
dropping the wegpon atogether, the dimness of the cavern having grown more oppressive than soothing,
the sound of the continuing storm easily heard in the slence dl about, and then the blade fell upon the
leather while my fingertips retained their hold upon the hilt. A breeth of heartfdlt relief escaped my throat
with the attainment of success-and then that success was snatched firmly from my grip.

"Y our dexterity istruly admirable, wench," said Mehrayn, stepping over meto hat where | might seehim
with my dagger in hishands. Also did he hold his cloth-covered lengafur, rolled and tucked benesth one
arm, the smile he showed one of true amusement. "Had | not returned when | did, my captive might well
have been lost due to that dexterity, yet doesthe effort remain admirable. A pity it wasfated to be
wasted. "

| ground my teeth and struggled againgt the leather a sound of his chuckle, yet were my doingsignored
asthe male had aready turned from me to walk closer to the fire SHeernoh had built. My dagger was
dropped with my swordbelt, the rolled fur was opened and spread upon the stone of the floor, and then
did Mehrayn open his own swordbelt and remove his weapons. Once they had been carefully placed
with mine, the male turned toward me again.

"It will be pleasant having acaptive for this darkness" said he, coming to where he had earlier stood.
"Though aman isrdieved of the necessity of adhering dtrictly to his devotions when he travelsfrom our
city, hisbody has nevertheless grown accustomed to those devotions and voices serious complaint when
itisdisalowed itsusud performance. We must cause you to fed great desire for me, wench, elseshdll |
likely bring you harm.”

"I have no wishto fed desirefor you!" | spat as he went to one knee, put his arms beneath me, then lifted
me from the stone. "The sole desire | haveisfor solitude, the solitude which was mine before your
ariva!"

"Wench, it isunheard of to be captive in solitude,” said he, histone gently admonishing as heroseto his
feet. "One must be reasonable in these matters even though oneisfemae. Let us have no further
foolishness now, for there is much undone left before us.”

Theridiculing grin the male wore set meto struggling once again, yet the strength of hisarmswould have
eadly held me even had the leather been absent. With no effort was | taken to the covered lengafur, set
down upon it, then left as Mehrayn went to the cloths | had dried myself upon. After removing his black
body cloth he st to drying himself, and once agood dedl of the wetness had been taken from his body
and hair, he returned with the cloth to the fur where | lay.

"| didike a captive with stone dust covering her," said he, putting himself upon the fur besde me. "We
shall first seeto theremova of the dust, and then we may continue on to those things which are required
of acaptive

Had it been possible to run from him | would certainly have done 0, at great Speed and with no thought
givento dignity. He brought the cloth first to my breasts, the dampness of it taking the grit from my flesh
dowly and carefully, hiseyesdl the while looking down into mine, his nearness and the touch of hishand



nearly setting me to moaning. To alow the male to remain beside me would be to encourage histhoughts
of defianceto rise again, yet how was | to see hislife preserved when he did me so? Beneath me my
hands werefigts as| twisted about, my breathing grew more rapid despite my effortsto calm mysdlf, and
then did the male move the cloth to my middle and bend over the breast he had finished with. Hiskiss
wasfireto my flesh, so painful that | voiced a sound of desperate agony, so deeply pleasurable that |
writhed with the need to fed the same dl over me.

"Mehrayn, rdlease mel" | begged, throwing my head about as his lips continued to touch me. "I cannot
bear being done so, and you must release me!™

"Jdav, | haveonly just barely begun,” said he, hisvoice amurmur as histongue aso tasted of me, mild
reproof again to be heard. "Asyou have so little interest in me, it will be quite some time before your
desireis strong enough for you to be used. | would not wish to bring you harm.”

"Mida, take him from me!" | screamed as the cloth moved over my belly to my thighs, hislips and tongue
continuing as they had been doing. My eyes squeezed shut and | writhed in earnest, my prayer to Mida
asunfulfilled asit was unacknowledged. My desire for Mehrayn was so great that my body seemed
unableto contain it, so fierce that | would have dain without stop for his use, so consuming that the mere
thought of him made me hiswithout question. It had been necessary to deny him so that hissurviva
would be assured; that necessity remained, yet wasit no longer possible to seeto. The male had taken
me in capture, acapture that ended al necessity save one.

"l am endlesdy pleased that your Mida choosesto alow your cal to go unheeded,” whispered Mehrayn,
the cloth no longer in the hands that touched me. ™Y ou have been given to me by the gods for my
pleasure, wench, a pleasure which is mine from no more than the sight of you. To aso be dlowed the
touch of you, and the taste of you, and the use of you-A man would be afool to believelife ableto hold
and bring more. | had thought to keep myself back from you for atime, as punishment for your misdeeds,
yet such a punishment would be more mine than yours. | cannot keep mysdf from you, nor shal | attempt
to do s0."

Hislips cameto methen, fiercely demanding, his hands touched me everywhere, adding to the flames
which consumed me, and then was he gone, moving quickly to the leather which held my ankles. Onetug
and the knot was opened, one pull and the |leather was gone, and then was he between my thighs, his
desire quivering asit eagerly sought mine. Midal So greet was my need that | felt naught from the fingers
of metal which held to my thighs, no more than the avareness of his manhood entering me coming to my
flesh. He plunged deep with a grunt then gathered me to him, and as hislipstook mine my thoughts were
hisaswell.

| know not how long atime Mehrayn spent in his use of me, yet wasthe time clearly more use than
sharing. The determination to punish me was evident in his eyesfrom the time thefirst of his need was
seen to, yet hisintentions mattered not. Use or sharing, it was sufficient that | had him deep within me,
filling that emptiness and that other which was unreachable by those who were not he. When find release
took him | lay unmoving at last, my eyes closed to allow meto savor thelast of his presence. | awaited
hiswithdrawa, yet his hands came to my back instead, and hislipsto my face.

"l sense no resentment within you, my lovely hadat," said he, touching hislipsto the closed lids over my
eyes. "It was my intention again to give you punishment, and again | havefailed. "

"Mehrayn has not failed,” said I, making no attempt to return sight to myself. "Jaav has been well and
truly and thoroughly punished. She will not again attempt that which brought the punishment.”

A slence came, during which time my throat was given the presence of hislips, and then Mehrayn



sghed.

"I had not known that the thought of my vow would disturb you so," said he, agreat wearinessto be
heard in hisvoice. "When aman desresawoman as greatly as| desire you, there is naught he would not
face to win her. Such battle becomes ludicrous, however, when the fact of it causes hisbeloved to turn
from him. | take it you would have me withdraw the vow."

"Youwould do s0?' | asked in vast surprise, at last finding the need to look upon him. ™Y ou would truly
withdraw the vow?"'

"I have been given little choice," said he, faint annoyance to be seen in the sober green depths of hiseyes.
"Werel to keep to the vow, the wench | desire would be immediately gone from me, withdrawing herself
in utter despair. As keeping to the vow would mean immediate defeat, how may | continue? It had not
occurred to me that the gods would do battle in such amanner.”

"They do battle in whatever manner most pleasesthem,” said |, disturbed over the anger which filled him
at thought of his defeat. "Give thanks that they did battle in any manner, for they do not dways haveit so.
Their chosen may not be halted in the tasks she seesto for them.”

"Had their chosen been old and ugly and infirm, the difficulty would not have arisen,” said he, asourness
to him as helooked down upon me. "I didike this state of affairs morethan | care to speak of, yet shall |
alow it to pass by without complaint under one condition: as| am to give up my vow, | will have athing
initsplace.”

"What thing?' | asked, abruptly filled with confusion and disbelief. The maewould bargain with the
gods?

"As| am not to be dlowed full and complete possession of thewoman | desire, | must be allowed her
presence and use a any time | wishit," said he, hisvoice and eyes asimplacably upon me asthough |
spoke for thegods. "I shdl not dlow my wishesto interfere with the tasks which have been given her, yet
must those wishes at dl other times be obeyed. Have | made mysdlf clear?”

"Indeed,” said 1, dl at once aware of agreat discomfort. Y ou would have the chosen of the godsin
davery. Has she given you such deep, unforgivable humiliation then?”

"I would not have her in davery," said he, a softening coming to his grimness as he stroked my hair. "It
will not be asadavethat | take and use her, but as a promise of more to come when once her tasks are
seen to. In no other manner will | find myself ableto cam my desirefor her.”

"And if the gods should choose not to accept your demand?’ | asked, discomfort growing even higher.
Themaewastruly impossible, and | knew not what to do.

"If my request isrefused,” said he, leaning down toward me with determination, "then | shdl have no
choice save to continue to hold the wench in capture, keeping her from al those things the gods wish
seen to. Should the doing mean my life, then so beit; my lifeismineto dowith as| please. | will not be
swayed from the purpose | have chosen.”

| attempted to move in desperation beneath the male, yet the leather on my wrists and his continued
presence upon me refused to dlow it. Were| to deny histerms| would surdly be sedling hisfate, yet to
accept them would be to place myself at hiscommand. Midal The mae watched me closdy, awaiting
what words | would speak, yet words refused to come to me. My thoughts swirled about, first thisway
and then that, unable to find escgpe from the dilemma, finding instead only asmall protest.



" am scarcely the one to speak such arequest to,” | faltered. "The decison isone for the gods to make,
and | am not they."

"And yet you spesk for themin dl other matters,” he returned without pause, a sharpness now entering
the green of hiseyes. " fed certain that should you decide upon a course of action, they will not gainsay
the decison.”

"Mehrayn, | cannot!" | hissed, desperately. "Should | refuse, they will take your life to return my
freedom! And should | agree, then my lifeisno longer mine! Y ou cannot demand such adecision of
mel"

"Wench, | may do no other thing," said he, with compassion-and determination. " Sooner than lose you |
would see my own lifelogt, for my life would be naught without you beside me. | shdl gladly lead my
warriors and the Princes of the Blood into battle against the strangers, yet must my mind be clear for the
thing else shdl few of us survive. For the sake of those who follow me, then, this matter must be settled
to my satisfaction. Should you give me what part of your life you may, you will not regret it."

So deeply did he gaze into my eyes, that nearly did | agreeto that which he asked. His presence within
me had once again grown to strength, athing he was not unaware of, and perhaps, had he not attempted
to stedl my vow in the manner of another before him, I might well have heeded the madness he brought
and agreed. And yet, though the effort was not the same it seemed the same, and | could not again face
the consequences of astolen vow.

"Thelife of thiswarrior isnot hersto keep or giveaway," sad | a last, feding much the coward yet able
to do no other thing. "No other than Midamay speak on the doings of Jalav, therefore the male Mehrayn
must release her, and together they will ride againgt the strangers as the gods have demanded. All isas
the gods demand, Mehrayn, and we are neither of us ableto dter that. Bitternessis usdless, for we each
of us have our duty.”

"Duty," he growled, the fury of frustrated anger filling his eyes. "isthere no such thing as duty to onesdlf?
Mugt dl duty be to others? The word once meant much to me, and still doesit mean much, yetinan
entirely different manner.”

Still held by anger he withdrew from me, for he could not deny the words | spoke no matter that he
would have had it otherwise. With hiskneesto either side of me his hands cameto my waist, and then
was | face down upon the pelt, my bound wrists where he might reach the lesther upon them. | awaited
the untying of the leather, yet his hand came instead to stroke my bottom.

"Never, indl the kalod of my life, have | ever fdt such desire for awoman,” said he, the words amutter
meant for ears other than mine. "To show aman what might be hisand then deny it him when he has
grown to desireit above dl eseisthe act of afool, for men may not be so easily denied. The gods, |
know, are far from fools, therefore shall | make afind attempt and address them directly. Sigurr, hear my
words! Though | address them to the goddess Mida, | ask your aid aswell! Lady, the wench here before
meisJalav, one of yours, therefore must | ask your leavefor that which | seek. | would possessthe
wench asfar as| might, yet does she refuse to hear me for she rides as your chosen. My possession of
her will not take her from you, indeed it will aid you, for | will guard her lifewith my own, athing which
will dlow her to continue in your service. Should it be your will that | be allowed her possession you must
give her asign, for the stubborn she-lengawill not heed the words spoken by a’'male.’ Sherides now to
danger where her life might well belost before sheis able to oppose the coming strangers. Grant her to
me, goddess, and | will spend my own life before dlowing hersto belost!"

Thewords of the male rang in the dimness of the cavern air, an earnest plea spoken with sureness yet



filled with desperation. | closed my eyes against the pain so clear in the voice of Mehrayn, apain destined
to grow larger and larger ill. Jdav was not meant to be the possession of amale, and naught of the sign
Mehrayn wished would be forthcoming.

"Sigurr!” said Mehrayn of a sudden with alow gasp, atremor in the tone which had been so steedy a
moment earlier. "l had not expected-So quickly! Great Sigurr-Lady Midal My thanks, great ones, my
thanks! Jalav! Do you see?’

Thejoy which took Mehrayn brought a chill to mefor no reason | could easily discern-till my eyes
opened to seewhat he saw. | raised my head from the lenga pelt and there, beside the wall where our
wegpons lay, was aglow so pure and golden-bright that it might have been sent by no other than Mida.
That the glow emanated from my life Sign was undeniable, yet did sudden horror force meto attempt a
denid.

"Mida, no!" | cried, struggling even more strongly againg the leather which bound me. "Do not give meto
thismalel | am your chosen, and his presenceis unnecessary! Heisno more than amale, aslacking in
reason asare they al, asblind, and foolish and stubborn! Do not give me to another of hiskind!"

My prayer wastruly heartfdt, for to have amae was most certainly not the equa of being given to one,
yet for reasons beyond my understanding was Mehrayn heeded and | not. No sooner did my words
cease than the glow did the same, rgjecting my pleaas Mehrayn's had not been. Mida had spoken, and |
was again to be the possession of amale!

"A fine, understanding goddess, your lady Mida," said Mehrayn from behind me, deep satisfaction and
happiness divein hisvoice. "To know which boon the proper oneto grant is surely the mark of true
wisdom."

Wisdom! | lowered my face to the cloth of the lenga pelt, as degply sunk in misery as Mehrayn wasin
happiness. At other times had | been given by Midato males, once to breed hatred within me for those
sdfsamemales. Thinking uponit | found | had cometo believe that each time | was held in capture it was
by Midasintent, her purpose not dways clear yet surdly dways served. What | wasto be given thistime
| knew not, yet surely was punishment a possibility. Wereit known to Midathat | desired Mehrayn, well
might she have granted me to him so that hislife would indeed beforfeit in exchange for mine. That |
would not alow such athing to occur should aso have been known to her, and perhapsit was. Perhaps
that very thing was the reason Mehrayn had been granted his request-Mehrayn of al males! 1t had been
my deepest wish to have him return to his Sigurri where he might not be so easily seen by the gods, and
now it would never cometo be. Sooner would | have seen mysdlf given again to Chadrin!

"So, my girl, your presence and use are now mineto direct as| will," said Mehrayn, the satisfaction il
grongly with him, his hands going &t last to the leather on my wridts. "It seems aman need only gate his
needs, and the gods will seeto them."

"It isscarcely the gods who have been set to tending your needs,” said | in amutter, bringing my arms
before me as quickly asthey were freed. My wrists ached and, to alesser extent, my aimsaswell, and
no thought seemed so pleasing asthat of departing the cavern immediady. Even facing the storm without
was preferable to being commanded to the service of amale.

"Y ou seem less than pleased that my request has been granted,” said Mehrayn, moving my hair to my left
shoulder so that he might touch my back and arm without impediment. "Do you envison the davery you
gpoke of earlier, that you fail to share my joy?’

"A warrior must be entirely free, elseis she no other thing than davein truth," said I, keeping my sight to
the marks of the leather remaining upon my wrigts. “The word given you was not mine, therefore may



your joy be premature. | have ever been free to escape capture when | might.”

The silence which this time descended was very short in duration, and then was | taken by the arms and
thrown to my back. | continued to lie between Mehrayn'sthighs, and the anger hislight eyes blazed down
a mewasno smdl thing.

"Y ou consider willful disobedience of the gods?' he demanded in aroar, bending somewhat toward me,
his outrage most evident. "Accidental or necessary disobedienceis not the same, for they will not
overlook this as they have other disobediences of yours! Do you seek to be ended? Do you seek to be
horribly punished?"

"The male Mehrayn may defy the gods, and the war leader Jdav may not?' | asked, again made uneasily
aware of how large the male was. He had put his handsto either side of me upon the pelt, and the thews
stood out stonelikein hisarms.

"The male Mehrayn does not ride for the gods,” said he, hiswords more growl than voice, the glitter in
his eyes akin to the metd of asword. "He does not pass hisfeyd ever taking their notice, nor needing
their constant good will to assist in survival! He does not now ride toward the waiting hands of enemies,
to make himsdlf their leader whether they will it or no! There are those who await you to lead them into
battle, otherswho await an end to captivity; what would become of them should your lady Midatake
insult at your doings and turn from you?"

The demanding question, once spoken, hung between us, unanswerable in the manner | most wished to
reply in. My honor forbade that | abandon those who looked to me for leadership and freedom, and one
may not turn one's back upon honor.

"Indeed the mae Mehrayn may and the war leader Jdav may not,” said Mehrayn, his anger somewhat
cooled by my slence. "Freedom isatrue blessing from the gods, wench, yet are there those of uswho
have little of it, though no chain or binding touches us. We are bound by far stronger ties, those of the
needs of the oneswho follow us, and may not escape the capture of our service. Were we meant to
effect such an escape, we would not have been bound so to begin with."

| turned from the sober gaze of the maleto lie upon my right side, my hair beneath my cheek and arm,
continued silence the sole reply | was able to make. The truth he had spoken could not be denied, nor
was it possible to regret the thing; | had sought the glory in being war leader to Midanna, and would not
put away the honor even if such athing were possible. Had | not become the chosen of the gods | would
have regretted naught of my life, yet regret a the doings of the godsisidle. Far better to accept the
burden and continue on, looking toward the fey the burden would be no more.

"And so thewar leader Jdav shal remain in the possession of the male Mehrayn," said Mehrayn, putting
himsdlf upon the lenga pelt behind me, the deep intensity gone from hisvoice, yet not so the hard
determination. " She will obey hiswishes and cometo him at any time he desires her, and will no longer
dwell upon the foolishness of escape and disobedience. Will she not?’

The agreement sought by Mehrayn continued to be difficult for me, yet there was naught | might do save
nod my head in capitulation. As abhorrent as the state wasto awarrior, | had been commanded to alow

my captivity.

"Excdllent,” said Mehrayn with pleasure-filled satisfaction, his great hand coming to gently stroke my arm.
"Y our reluctance stems from the manner in which you are bound to me, | know, therefore do | discount
such reluctance and overlook it. Y ou felt constrained to deny me of your own self dueto your sense of
duty, and this| understand aswell. Turn and look at me, wench.”



| turned from my side to my back with asigh, then flinched when | saw the manner in which themale
looked upon me. Unfatering was that look, hard as the rock which stood all about us.

"What | shdl not overlook without comment isthe manner in which you spoke of me to the goddess,”
sad he, gently brushing the tangled hair from my right arm, his eyes continuing to hold mewherel lay.
"Have you naught you wish to add to so complimentary a description, no other words of praise asfitting
asthose aready spoken? Y ou need not hesitate now any more than you did afew reckid earlier.”

"Words of praise?" | echoed, finding naught in my memory of that which | had said to Mida concerning
Mehrayn. " Of what description do you speak? In what manner might | have spoken of you, thet | fail to
recdl it?'

"Perhaps your failureto recall the doing is an attempt by your lady to protect you once again,” said he,
smoothing his hand across my belly below my breasts. "The attempt cannot be a command for me,
however, for my memory of the episodeis as clear as possible. 'Y ou need not give meto thismale, for
his presence is unnecessary,’ you said. 'He is no more than amale who is blind, foolish, stubborn and
lacking in reason,’ you said. Perhaps you should have added how little pride | possess, how rardly | take
insult over that which isdisparagingly said of me, and how well it pleases me to be humiliated before the
gods.”

An odd manner of pleasantness had formed upon hisvisage, yet wasit entirely negated by the manner in
which he continued to look upon me. His eyes would not have seemed improperly placed had they been
givento alengawhaose kill was being carried off by apadat, and indeed did | abruptly fed the padat
before him, for the words | had spoken in desperation and dismay had returned to me. His hand upon me
was s0ft and undemanding, yet did its presence and his nearness cause meto truly regret the loss of my

weapons.

"Midaiswell acquainted with the true nature of males,” said | at last, attempting to soothe his upset.
"Naught was said that she was not dready aware of, therefore Mehrayn need not be overly disturbed.
Mida possesses males of her own. "

"Naught was said that she was not dready aware of," muttered Mehrayn, his eyes closing in amanner
which seemed to indicate pain. " The goddessis aready acquainted with-she possesses-Great Sigurr, give
me the strength to keep my hands from curling about her throat and dowly closing! Give methe strength
to keep from besating her as she has never before been beaten!™

"Should Jalav's presence so disturb Mehrayn, she need not remain here,” said I, didiking the manner in
which he spoke to hisgod. "It was not she who asked the possession of amae."

| began to riseto St up on the pelt, more than pleased at the prospect of departing the cavern-and that
right quickly-yet was Mehrayn not of amind to seeit so. Hisright fist cameimmediately to tanglein my
hair, and then was | once again put flat upon the pelt.

"Y ou are correct, wench," said he, holding me dtill againgt dl attempts a struggling, his green eyesholding
mine once more. "It was | who asked the possession of awench, and | who was granted that possession.
| believeit ismore than time for the wench to be taught of the man in whose possession sheis, so that
should shefind it needful to spesk of him again, shewill not bein doubt concerning histrue nature. Pay
close heed to thelesson, girl, ese shall it be repested till it isremembered.”

The words of the male caused me to wish even more fervently for my wegpons, yet was | mistakenin
believing that he meant me true harm. No more was done to me than that which had ever been done by
him, athing which, in truth, brought many another word and phrase to mind concerning the true nature of
him. When, at last, | was able to do no other thing than speak them, he beat me.



CH 5. The difference between males-end a difference in capture

The new fey wasfresh and clean and bright, arebirth of Midasworld after the abrupt storm. My kan
moved joyfully through the risng warmth of the still-dripping forests, sated after having fed upon swest,
green grass and drunk from asmall rill. We had al of us partaken of the water, yet had too great an
amount of trail time been logt to dlow the hunting-and, for the maes, cooking--of provender. This| had
ingsted upon at the urgings of the sharp impatience within me, and none had sought to argue the point
with much vigor.

When once the new light had come, | had departed the cave to discover that the others of our set had dll
found smilar cavesin which to shelter themselves. The Sigurri males had indeed been in the nearest cave
as SHeernoh had said, yet had he failed to note that Wedin and Dotil had shared the shelter. The two
Summa seemed aswell pleased with the darkness which had passed as did the males, yet did they greet
SHeernoh with awarmth and concern which seemed odd. Chadrin and Ilvin aso gppeared from the
mouth of a cave, the male as cdm and placid as ever, the Hittawarrior silent and thoughtful. | spokelittle
past my wishes upon the point of departure, and soon took to thetrail even before the others.

Despite the glory of the fey, the despondency | felt caused meto ride aone, joying in naught about me.
Deep resentment burned within me that Midawould give meto yet another mae, thistime bound only by
her command. Jaav had had thoughts which were no credit to the goddess, and Jalav had not feared the
loss of her magicd life Sgn as deegply aswas meant that she should, therefore was Jdlav givento amae
to serve, to teach her regret and aproper humility. Had there been none other upon whom punishment
might fall I might well have refused the command, yet there were far too many others who might bear the
wrath brought about by my defiance. Even werel to find it within mysdlf to challenge the authority of the
one who was mother to al Midanna, how might | do so when defeat would be visited upon othersin
addition to mysdf?| tangled my hand in the mane of my kan againgt the smouldering emberswhich
burned so within me, attempting to swallow and quiet my anger.

"-Y ou have as yet said no word to methisfey, wench,” came the voice of Mehrayn, his kan drawing
closeto mine as he rode up. "The sweet chirpings of the ldllin in the treetops would be sweeter still were
you to send me asmile and ask after my rest.”

The continuing satisfaction in the voice of the mae was as abreath upon those smouldering emberswithin
me, and truly did | find it necessary to make myself aware of the kan beneath me and the forest we rode
through to keep the fire from leaping high. | tightened the hold of my legs upon the smooth sides of my
mount, and we moved forward away from him who had been given possession of me.

"S0, again you sulk after having been given awell earned punishment,” said Mehrayn, again urging hiskan
beside mine at the swifter pace| held to. "To spesk in such amanner to one who holds you with greater
grength isthe act of afoolish child, an act which merits only punishment. Should you do such athing
again, you will be punished again.”

Memory of the beating Mehrayn had given me with the leather previoudy used to bind me did naught for
my attempt to contain my anger. Ddliberately | dowed my kan well behind his, dlowing him to ride ahead
aone. This second doing drove the satisfaction from him, nearly causing him to jerk upon hisreinsin
order to return to my side.

"One who cannot stand in challenge aso may not offer insult,” he pursued, annoyance now to be heard
entangled in hiswords. "Am | so much lessthan you, that | must accept humiliation and shame
unprotestingly, the while you do not? Aswe may not raise sword against one another, would it not be far
more pleasant to forgo al insults and beatings and Smply enjoy one another aswe havein the past? |
have pledged myself to your protection, and you have been pledged to my service; may we not merely



take pleasure in the time we have, and leave thoughts of other things for when they may no longer be put
away from us?"

So persuasive was the voice of the mae, as though hiswords were sure to soothe away al of the
disturbance and confusion and dilemmaof the world. It had not yet come to him that he was likely meant
tofal at the end of histime of pleasure, and that none might keep him from it with the possible exception
of mysdlf. So foolish were these maes, and so filled with thoughts of naught save pleasure, that it was
surely the doing of their god that they survived what battles they fought. Asthere were true matters of
import to concern me, | continued to keep my eyes from him as we rode, and quickly reaped the reward
of those who remain dert. A large tree loomed in our path, and as Mehrayn made to ride about it to the
right, I chosethe left and then angled even more sharply Ieft, away from the line Mehrayn continued to
hold. The distance between us widened considerably with each forward stride of my kan, and the male's
curses of frusiration faded as| |eft him behind, he seeking a swift enough path through the growth and
underbrush to cut my trail again. | had to consider what lay before me and what | might do for it, and the
distraction of male prattle was best avoided whenever possble.

By thetime Mida'slight reached its highest our set rode together again, silent till we came upon the smdll
clearing. At Sght of the clearing the males began a great clamor that we halt and take provender, and
athough Ilvin and the two Summasaid naught, they too seemed in need of feeding. A number of ldllin had
been brought down by the two Sigurri who rode with Mehrayn, and although my warriorsand | might
well have fed upon the already featherless flesh as we rode, the males had need of ahat and afire. To
cam my impatience | recalled that our kand had need of rest aswdll, for they were not like the gandod
warriors were able to ride from the beginning of afey'snew light until itsend. | quieted the clamor by
alowing the hdt, and once we had dismounted and preparations for the meal had begun, | took mysdlf to
thefar sde of the clearing alone. The need to face dl nine of the enemy clanstogether was a great
vexation to me, for to meet and speak with asingle war leader was not to face nine and a Keeper as
wadll. It would be necessary to ride doneinto their midst, adoing far Smpler than remaining unattacked till
the words | meant to speak were spoken. How was| to. . .

"Y ou seem preoccupied, wench,” came the voice of Chaldrin. "The Sword seemed well enough pleased
at first light, yet now seems somewhat out of sorts. For what reason do you continue to provoke him?"

"I do not provoke him," | answered. "The maeisas much afool asthe gods, and | do no morethan
refrain from giving any of them words™"

"Wench, do not speak so!" Chaldrin protested with upset, his great hand coming to close upon my
shoulder. ™Y ou may speak asyou will of men, yet the gods may not be given such insult! Do you wish to
be punished by them?'

"l am dready punished by them," | replied in amutter, moving forward away from hishand. "Midahas
commanded meto give service to Mehrayn, and now hewill never return to hisown. Thefool has
pledged hislifein protection of mine, thinking himself well repaid by my service. He has no knowledge of
how the gods take repayment for that which they give, yet shall helearn of it to his sorrow. To think of
naught save the pleasure of the present is the doing of achild, and much do | wish it were possible to
take the lesther to the child Mehrayn ashe did to me."

"So hefound it necessary to again give you ahiding,” said Chaldrin, the cam returned to hisvoice. "Were
you rash enough to speak of the gods before him as you have before me, there wasllittle else you might
expect. And for what reason should he not pledge hislife to defend yours? He would do so even had he
not spoken the vow aoud, and having spoken it allows him hisway with you. Had | been given the
opportunity, | would have done the same."



"Such isto be expected, for you are as much of amaleashe,” said I, turning my head to cast adark look
at Chadrin. "I would know, however, if you are Midanna enough to teach me this battle without
weapons you have spoken so often of. | am weary of being prey to one with greater strength than 1, one
who beats me at any time desire comesto him. | am awar leader of Midanna, and will not be treated
.

"Should you learn quickly and well, you need not be," said Chaldrin, deep approvd and satisfaction
gppearing in hisdark eyes. "The Sword is not unskilled in unarmed bettle, yet ishefar from the level of
skill he has with ablade. Should your own skill grow to adequacy, you may well be ableto best him."

"| shal dream of thefey," said I, moving forward to put a hand to the broadness of Chaldrin's shoulder.
"Upon that fey | shall take alength of leather to Mehrayn, and then shdl helearn of theindignity he so
eadly givesothers.”

"And after the hiding, will you then use me?* came the voice of Mehrayn, filled with amusement. Themae
came from the treeswe stood near, and hated beside Chadrin with the amusement clear in hiseyes.
"Had | striped her back rather than warmed her bottom, she would have long since forgiven me,” said he
to Chaldrin with achuckle, reaching out to take my hand from the darker male's shoulder. "Y ou may
attempit to teach her what she would know, brother, yet must she be disallowed the liberties she
continuesto take with you. Asyou will not again have her use, you will find the doing uncomfortablein
the extreme should it continue, athing the wench isinnocently unaware of. It takesaman, | think, to
appreciate the point.”

"Indeed," agreed Chaldrin with matching amusement in his own eyes, naught to be seen of anger nor
insult. "A man may gppreciate her asawoman may not. Y ou believe shewill not acquire great enough
skill to do you harm?”

"Should she grow to my size, my concern will grow aswell,” said Mehrayn, his amusement continuing.
"Asyou observed, | am not entirely unskilled, and perhaps not so unskilled asto fare badly against one
who isof asizewith me. Would you care to share abit of sport with one who lacks your exalted
standing?'

The pleasantness had not left Mehrayn'sface nor voice, yet wasit clear that he gave chalengeto
Chddrin in an areawhere the other mae did not consider the bout lost before it had even begun.
Vexation rose high in methat | would be unable to stland for Chaldrin in such ameeting even if Mehrayn
did not withdraw the challenge, for these maes were far too large for awarrior to best with empty hands.
A faint smile cameto Chadrin, and ddliberately did hefold hislesather-clad wrists benegth his massve
ams.

"The Sword must forgive me," he drawled, "yet am | not far enough healed to accept so kind an offer.
Should my gpologies for having used the wench be insufficient to hed theinsult, 1 will not refuse amesting
with blades. A man does, &fter al, have hisrights.”

"And you would not deny me those rights, even though you would pay with your life," observed
Mehrayn, meeting Chaldrin's eyeswith adow nod of understanding. "Nor will you face mein amesting
where you know yourself to be superior, for you fed you have not theright. The wenchiscorrect in
relying upon your honor, brother, for it isclear it will never fail her. It ismy fondest hope, however, that
another thing will fail her, and that from thisfey forward. It would give me great pain to take the life of so
honorableaman.”

"And Sigurr will surdly not forgive me should | bring pain to his Sword,” said Chaldrin, chuckling. "What
choice have |, saveto say that her service was given by the gods to one other than myself? | will face any



man who seeksto face me, yet am | not so foolish asto pit mysdlf againgt the gods. | will not again dlow
the wench to lure me, and for thisyou have my word."

"Entirely adequate, and far more pleasing than broken bones or spilled blood,” said Mehrayn with
satisfaction, clapping Chadrin briskly upon the shoulder. "Had | not known that the fault lay with the
wench rather than with you, | would have allowed my sword to speak for me from thefirst. | will now
take my leave of you, for there are things to be discussed with the wench hersdf.”

Chaldrin nodded with a continued chuckling as Mehrayn took my arm and pulled me with him, retracing
his outward steps from the trees. | had no desire to accompany the male, yet wastherelittle | might do
agangt his strength-as yet. Branches and leaves beat at me as Mehrayn hurried me through the forest
away from the clearing, and when a sufficient distance had been achieved, he hdted and thrust me within
aring of closdly set bushes. The grass was soft and thick and cool beneath my feet there, and thin golden
ribbons of Midas light played down through the treetops.

"I have had enough of your thick, censuring silence, wench,” said Mehrayn, turning me so that | might
look up at him. ™Y ou have been directed to serve me and obey me, and | have no wish to be served by a
woman who will not speak to me. | have dlowed you to sulk for atime, and now | command that you

"l obeyed Mehrayn's command by remaining silent,” | replied with ashrug, alowing my gazetoriseno
higher than the wide chest before me. " As no other insults are to be given him, | have naught further to

Had his hand not remained upon my arm | would have turned away and left him there, for the impatience
| had felt dl of that fey continued to plague me. The male, however, was not of amind to see mefree,
His hand closed somewhat more tightly about my arm, and hisfree hand cameto raise my face so that |
must look up into hiseyes.

"l do believe | spoketruly when | said you would have aready forgiven me had | striped your back
rather than warmed your bottom," said he with anarrowing of the green which looked down upon me.
"Once we discussed the punishment given awarrior as opposed to that given agirl, and it would have
been clear even without your agreement that you far preferred the greater pain of being doneasa
warrior. Never will you have awarrior's punishment from me, wench, though in truth you are no other
thing, however the punishment of agirl isanother matter entirely. Will you give over your insolence, or
must | continue as | have aready done?'

| met the steadiness of hisgazein Slence, attempting to show naught of the turmoil within me. Themale
was more than capable of giving me humiliation again and there was naught | might do to halt his
intentions. His hand againgt my face was gentle despite the strength in it, and he waited no more than a
moment for the answer | was not ableto give.

"Theturbulencein your dark, lovely eyes grows greater,” said he with asigh, asthough hetruly believed
the thought of humiliation would cow me. "I know not what might be done with you, wench, yet do |
mean to know before thisjourney is done. For now | will merdly have service from you, therefore are
you to remove those wegpons and that breech.”

With the command spoken his hands eft me, giving me the opportunity to obey him. A long moment
passed in hesitation before my hands were able to begin the movement toward my swordbelt, and truly
did | believe that had Midathen appeared before me, | would have put many, many livesin jeopardy. To
be set to the service of amade sat ill with me, putting the sort of humor upon me which must be washed
away with blood.



Removing swordbelt and breech and dagger was unfortunately no more than the work of amoment, and
then | merely stood within the ring of bushes, having obeyed the command | had been given. Mehrayn,
with swordbelt and black covering aready put aside, sat himsalf upon the grass, then lay back to look up
a me.

"It ssems| would have done far better had | asked for willing service," said he, putting his hands beneath
the back of hishead. "It was not my intention to have you remove your weapons and breech so that you
might merely stand there, girl. Come down here, and we shdl begin you upon your service.”

Helay at his ease upon the thick, green grass, histan, well made body clearly awaiting me, though he
was as clearly not yet prepared for my use. | went to my knees beside him, taking care not to so much as
brush hisflesh, and afaint smile curved hislips.

"Should you intend seeing me regret having asked for your service, you will find disgppointment,” said he,
making no attempt to touch me. "Willingness does indeed make your use the sweeter, yet far better
unwilling use than no use of you at al. I am hel pless before the madness which possessesme, girl, a
madnesswhich | find mysalf unable to recover from. Bring your lipsto mine, and pressthem to me as
though you truly desired my use."

| leaned over him with great care, till attempting to keep my flesh from his, yet my breasts touched the
warmth of his chest even before our lips met. So strong and warm were those lips, demanding evenin
acceptance, setting my mind to whirling even as| stroveto cling to thoughts of anger againg Midaand
fury for having been given the punishment of agirl. It was Mehrayn whaose lips touched mine, Mehrayn
whose flesh burned my flesh, Mehrayn whose wide shoulders were suddenly beneath my hands. Never
would | be dlowed to possess him, never would he be dlowed to survive after having brought himself to
the notice of Mida, yet was| as helpless as he against the madness which held us both. | had attempted
to deny him and send him from me 0 hislife would not be forfeit, yet had he refused to dlow the thing
which would have meant his safety. He had demanded my service from Midaand had been granted his
demand, and though my confusion and lack of understanding was grest, | did not truly begrudge him the
boon. Hisarms circled me and pulled me close as my hands went to hisface, bringing to me the
knowledge that my service would forever be his.

"Jdav, my Jdav," he crooned, rolling meto the grass so that he might lean over me and presshislipsto
my face dl about. "Y ou are truly mine, are you not, wench? Despite your anger with me and your
attemptsto ride from me, and your never-ending denid-you are now and dways shdl be mine!”

| am Midas, | whispered in my heart, unable to voice the words through the fierce possession of my lips.
My vow to the goddessis unbreakable, and | shal ridein her serviceto the end of my time. | cannot
deny you, my red-haired Sigurri mae, for you will not dlow it, and yet shall Mida deny you as she denied
Cerdt, demanding that | turn from you as| turned from him. How strong and warm you are benegth my
hands, Mehrayn, as warm and strong as Cerdt, and dso in such away did he part my legs with his knee
and prepare to enter me. Thefed of your manhood against my desire maddens me, and dthough |
whimper and moan and struggle in your arms you enter me dowly, making me know the strength of he
who is Sigurr's Sword. Cerat's thrust was not so dow, histhrobbing need pierced me quickly, and yet
the fed of you within isthe same, the breathless, sobbing, demanding, pleading desire put on me no
matter my frantic wish to deny such fedings. Ah, Mida, how well the mae uses me, the pleasure so great
that | would weep unashamedly like the lowliest of dave women! Do you mean to take them both to
serve you, to give you the pleasure only | now know? Am | to be denied them so that they might not
interfere with the tasks | have been given-or in punishment at my having dared consider them without
your let?Isit possible to retrieve oneslife-vow in challenge? Isit possible to chalenge the gods? My
thoughts fade to naught as the mae touches my soul, and yet-is my sword skill truly lessthan yours?



To count the time passing in pleasureis not possible, for kalod are lived during reckid and hind, thetime
unending and yet ending too soon. When the need had passed from us| lay in Mehrayn'sarms, my face
to hisgreat chest, his hands spread across my back, beneath my hair. The thoughts| had had &t the
beginning of hisuse remained with me, returning the dark mood which had held me and the impatience as
wdll. There were so great a number of matters to be thought upon that my head rang with the clatter of
them all.

"Ah, Sigurr,” sghed Mehrayn, one hand coming to stroke my hair. " Clearly it was through your guidance
that | failed to ask for the wench'swilling service. | am nearly done from her hesitation; had she been
willing, shewould surdly havedan me"

Gently did hisarmstighten about me as he chuckled, clearly an attempt to reassure me that he made no
sport of me, yet it would have mattered not even had he serioudy sought to torment me. It would truly
have been idle to attempt to deny my desire for him, not when touching him meant | must have him.

"You areagreat fool, Mehrayn, greater even than other males,” | said, holding him astightly ashe held
me, breething in the musky mae smell of him. ™Y ou must return to your Sigurri immediately, and remain
with them till we meet again before the gates of Bellinard.”

"Y ou would ask aman to break avow to the gods?' said he, the amusement still with him as he toyed
with my hair. "Had | not made the vow to guard your life with my own | would surely have ridden off and
left you, yet now am | forced to remain here and submit over and over again to your service. Thetime
will be gregtly trying for me, and wearying aswell, yet honor demandsthat | accept my sufferingin
Slence”

"It amusesyou to act thefool," said | in accusation, raising my head to look darkly upon him. "It isto be
hoped that it will amuse you aswell to be closed in Mida's chains and st to her service.

"Y ou believe the goddess wishes me for her own?' he asked, mockery joining the amusement in his eyes.
"Y our opinion of my prowessisflattering, wench, yet would | prefer that you seek to keep meinstead
from other wencheslike yoursdf. Y ou would not face your Midafor me, | know, and | currently fed a
gresat need to bejealoudy guarded.”

"Thereis more to be feared from agoddess than from her warriors," | made answer to hisfoolishness,
along with asound of disdain. " Ceralt was denied me and so shall you be, yet | am now certain that
unlike him, you are meant to be taken to serve. His fate would smply have been degth, yet now do you
both stand in jeopardy far greater than the endless dark. Should you return to your males, there is some
fant possbility that the fate may be avoided.”

"You do not jest," said he, losing al amusement as he looked closaly upon me. "Y ou truly believethe
goddess wishesme for her own. Are you not able to see the outrageousness of such asuggestion, girl?|
am no more than aman, naught to breed desire within agoddess! For what conceivable reason would
shewishmy service?'

"For the reason that | desireyou,” | replied, seeking to banish the heavy doubt he showed with firm
assurance. "Cerdt denied Midas existence, therefore was his own existence denied. Y ou, however, have
not only acknowledged her existence, you have asked for and been granted aboon. Such adoing is
never without a price, and the price already offered by you isinsufficient. Think you Midahas need of
your swordarm to aid me, when none have yet been able to best me? And what of the time before our
meeting? Who was it who stood before me then? No, mae, Prince of Sigurr's Sword Mehrayn, the
goddess has no need of your swordarm. She desires my humiliation in punishment thewhile | am pledged
to serve you, and then she will take you for her own and have your other sword instead. Perhaps she



feds| will hunger for your blood asonce | led her to believe | hungered for Ceralt's, and for that reason
will take you from me, both of you. It isdenia she wishesfor me, and denid shewill have. Y ou must
return to your Sigurri, for even your god cannot aid you now."

"For what reason would Sigurr be unable to aid me?' he asked, clearly shaken despite the steadiness of
hisvoice, worry in the green of hiseyes. "It continues to disturb me that you speak so--knowingly and
intimately of the gods. | am Sigurr's Sword, wench, Prince of his Blood and Chosen to lead hiswarriors
into battle. For what reason would blessed Sigurr turn his back upon me?

"Y our god would have continued his protection of you had you remained in hisdomain,” | informed the
maewith dl the scathing condemnation which then filled me, pushing from hisunressting armsto Sit upon
thethick, cool grass. "So clever was the male Mehrayn, however, and so intent upon his desire to plunge
as deeply and as often as possible within a Midannawar |eader, that he asked aboon of the goddess
Mida, thereby taking himself from the domain of hisgod into the domain of another. Another who will see
that he begsto plunge deep for dl eternity.”

"I begin to see more fully the qudities of awar leader,” he muttered, as subdued before my anger as
would have been anewly blooded warrior, aglance no more of his gaze than hewas ableto give me. "l
have not had a dressing down such asthat sincethe feyd of my training asayoung warrior. Y ou Say you
have seen the men chosen to serve the goddess?

"Aye" sad | with agrim nod of acknowledgment, recalling those males whose souls were no longer their
own. "It was during my timewith Midaand Sigurr in their domain upon thisworld. Those who were
commanded to serve me were naught save empty husks, well made and desirable without, trembling and
fearful within. No maeswere they but daves, held by that which was far worse than chains. And he who
was taken to serve Mida herself was given the sthuvad drug, an aid Mida has no true need of, yet did it
amuse her to do him so. She took meto where he lay chained to a couch of stonein alarge, bright,
otherwise empty cavern, the drug having been given him many hind earlier. The agony of forced lust
strained hisflesh so greatly that he screamed with the belief that it would soon part, yet was he denied the
use of any save Mida, and she not then of amind to indulge in that use. Insanity attempted to take him at
sght of two whose use he had so great aneed of, his strugglesincreasing the flow of blood from rawly
savaged wrigts and ankles where the chains held him, yet neither insanity nor desth were dlowed him. No
release, no freedom, not even escape to the final darkness. Isthat what you wish for yourself,

Mehrayn?'

Silence hung between us asthe mae stared upon me, an unnamable expression strong in hiseyes. A faint
breath of cool whispered about the bushes we sat among, yet was the pleasure of it without strength
enough to banish the heavinesseft by my words. A long moment passed with the silence, and then did
Mehrayn stiffen somewhat where he sat.

"When first we met, you spoke of your soul having been dain by thegod | serve,” said he, unbdlievably
making no mention of that which he had been told. "Much did | believe that you spoke so through lack of
true knowledge of the use of men, yet have| sincelearned differently. Y ou are fully aware of the strength
men may bring to awench, therefore do your previous words take on new meaning. Tell me of the use
you had from my god."

Memory of theuse | had had from Sigurr remained as strong within me as though the doing were only
just past, and briefly did | fed again the terror and agony and soul illness of thetime. A shudder touched
me, asit ever did when | thought upon the thing, and then was the fedling pushed asde by matters of
grester moment.

"Mehrayn, we do not now discuss Sigurr,” said |, abit impatiently. "It is Midawe must consder, for itis



she...."

"No!" Heinterrupted sharply and harshly, the green of his eyes having turned very cold as hishand came
gently tomy arm. "It is Sigurr | must hear of, for it is he who holds my vow of fedty. For what reason did
you twice nearly spill my blood when | spoke of the possibility of your being taken to Sigurr's arms? For
what reason have you never truly spoken of your timein Sigurr's domain, nor discussed the blessing of
his use? What was done to you to make you fed and act s0?"

Ardently were those answers demanded of me, answers the male believed hetruly craved. He served
Sigurr as| served Mida, yet what choice had we in that service?

"It would not be possible to speak of the time to one who was not then present,” | replied, taking no note
of theway his hand tightened upon my arm, the way the cold deepened in hiseyes. "The use of Sigurr
was-not asthe use of his Sigurri, for heisagod and they are not. Just as Midais agoddess. Will you
continue to court disaster, or will you display the reason other maeslack?"

"Woman, | didike the manner in which you avoid my queries" growled Mehrayn, agreat dissatisfaction
upon him. Hishand left my arm yet his gaze remained upon me, little warming to be seen therein. "It
seems most clear that thereis much you must yet be made to spesk of, yet shdl | refrain from pressing
the point-for the moment. There will be another time when the words flow more fredly, and at that time |
ghdl ligen."

His hand came gently to my facein abrief caress, and then he rose to hisfeet, looking about himsdlf for
his body cloth. I, too, arose from the grass and retrieved my breech, fedling a deep satisfaction that
Mehrayn would return to hismales, athing | knew from his having spoken of another time. The doing
would surely be best for him, for it would take him from the immediate notice of Mida, perhapsto be
forgotten altogether amid the arrival of the strangers and the battle to follow. | replaced the
life-sign-wound dagger in my leg bands and lifted my swordbelt, then turned again to Mehrayn.

"Best would beif you and the others depart as quickly asyou havefed,” said |, aware of the scent of
roast lellin upon the faint, sweetly pleasant breeze. "We shdl meet again before thewalls of Bellinard, and
then, perhaps, shall find it possible to discuss now the battle shall be fought., Without knowledge of the
enemy, it will bedifficultto. ...

"Hold, wench, hold," interrupted the male, one hand raised. "Where do you think | ride, that you send me
forth in so commanding amanner? | have voiced no intentions of departing.

"Y ou continueto refuse?’ | demanded in disbdief, the usua confusion | found when conversing with
males returning to swirl about me. "When it would be mindless to remain? When you would not then be
able to take yoursdlf from the notice of Mida? When you spoke of another time?'

"When | continue to have awench who must serve me?" he returned with alaugh, the amusement fully
upon him. "The other time | spoke of will appear in due course, and | must be present when it does. Do
you mean to don your swordbelt, or cart it in one hand?"

My eyeslowered to the wegpon he gestured toward, its presence having entirely escaped me amid the
vast annoyance of his continued insstences. With short, angry motions | wrapped it about myself and
secured it, then looked again upon thefool of amale.

"Y ou will surdly be present when many things occur,” said | with disgust, my hands resting upon the
newly replaced swordbdlt. "Do not fail to give my greetingsto Midawhen her chains close about you,
and the sthuvad drug beginsto flow down your throat. It will be then that you will truly regret not having
taken yoursdlf from her sght, yet will thetime for so reasonable a doing be long behind you.”



| began to turn from him then, to leave that place and return to the others, however alarge hand cameto
my arm to hat me.

"Should the goddess mean to have me, | will be hersthough | ride to the farthest ends of the world," said
he, little disturbance to be heard in hisvoice. "I am asyet far from convinced that she doesindeed wish
me for her own, yet am | certain asto the earnest wishes of another female. Thiswench desiresme as
greetly as| desire her, yet doesit infuriate her that she must serve me whenever | wish it. The Stuation
would be acceptable were it turned the other way about, yet the need for her own obedienceislikea
thorn bush thrust againgt the tender flesh of her pride. Would you be so deeply convinced of the mortal
danger | stood in were you not commanded to obey and serve me, girl? Would you be so eager to see
me gone from thistraveling party were you not mineto do with as| please?’

The strength in the green of his gaze was clear as he looked down upon me, an annoyance nearly asthick
as my own accompanying it. The maewasafool and | have little patience with fools, therefore did |
attempt to pull my arm from his grip in order to depart. Rather than release me he abruptly pulled me
close, locking his arms about me to keep me before him.

"It disturbs you mogt, | know, that | refuse to do as you think best,” said he, his voice now soft with
understanding. ™Y ou would see me safely away and secure from peril, yet, wench-are you unable to see
that | wish the same for you? | have no doubt that should | require the presence of your sword and the
skill of your swordarm, they would be thereto aid me; am | not to be alowed to do the same for you?
Think you | would find lifefull and satisfying € sewhere, knowing you rode to danger and | too far from
thereto givewhat aid | might? Life would be bereft of al save duty were you lost to me; far sooner
would | spend that life in your defense than keep it and be forced to liveit. And perhaps we two might
use our skill to seeto the safety of one another, in aSituation where either of usaonewould fal. Will you
send me from you to ride done, and therefore fail to be there when | have need of you? Will you let me
fal, never againtorise, merely by cause of your annoyance over having to serve me?"

The strength of his arms continued to hold me to the warm, firm flesh of him, e sewould | have surely fled
with my hands clapped to my ears, to keep dl further words of hisfrom reaching me. My agitation was
S0 greet that | pushed hard againgt the chest of the male, freeing myself from his suddenly loosening hold,
and then sped away from him. Once again | knew not what to do, and my head buzzed and whirled with
the confusion thought brought.

The others were dready partaking of theldllin when | reached the clearing, and athough | had no true
wish for provender it wasfar easier accepting that which was given me than refusing it and thereby
beginning amany-sided discussion. | took mysdf and thelellinto thefar side of the fire and sat, beside
none of those who rode with me, disturbed by none of them. Wedin and Dotil and Ilvin and Chadrin al
looked upon mewith concern in their silence, and o, too, did the male SHeernoh. Only the two Sigurri
took especia note of the gppearance of Mehrayn, they having prepared and kept his provender for him.
Hislow words of thanks preceded his seating himsdf by them, and then he hungrily began upon the flesh
he had been given.

My eyeswent to theldlin |, mysdf, held, the churning in my middle speaking of aneed too long heldin
abeyance, yet did | not begin uponit.

"That lellin ismeant to be eaten, not merely torn apart,” said Chadrin, his gppearance and llvin's before
me startling me. Dotil and Wedin accompanied the male and the Hitta, and al four crouched down to
give methe sobriety of their gazes.

"Areyouill, war leader?' asked Ilvin, deep concern in the pale blue of her eyes, her hand raising
somewhat before hating, as though she had meant to put it to my shoulder before thinking better of the



doing. "Has the male harmed you in some manner?'

"Wefindit difficult to believe that Mida has given you to him," said Wedin her dark eyes disturbed as her
right hand toyed with the hilt of her dagger. "Might it not be some nefarious scheme contrived by the
male, designed to hoodwink usal into belief?

"My life sgn glowed with Midas own golden light,” | made answer, looking down at theldllin | had
twisted and torn between my hands. "Who other than agod might have caused it to glow insuch a
manner? Should the male have contrived the doing, he, too, must be agod, and therefore would all
discussion upon the point remainidle. | am histo command and use, save that he may not interfere with
my tasks on behaf of the goddess.” My eyes then went to Chadrin, where he crouched as did the
others. "Have you no other welcome tidings, brother, which it would please you to share with dl the
world?" | asked, at last taking amouthful of the redly running provender | held. "Do not hesitate to
speak, for dl eagerly await your words."

"Thesewenchesfollow you as| do, girl," he rumbled, naught of diffidence bresking into hisusua calm.
"They asked after what disturbed you, therefore did | inform them asto what was imparted to me. | was
not, you may recall, asked to keep silent upon the matter. Surely you would have soon informed them
yoursdf."

"A warrior's shameisnot so easly discussed,” | muttered about amouthful, il upset, then did | turn my
gyesto the others. "AsMidais so clearly displeased with me, it isin my mind that best would befor usto
take separate trails. | would not bring her wrath down upon you aswell, for no other reason than that
you accompany me."

"Y ou ask usto abandon you?' declared Datil, outrage clear in the light of her eyes, her body stiffening as
did Wedin's. "Surely such abandonment would be of greater distaste to the goddess than our remaining,
and surely would we then aso be punished! No, war |leader of the Hosta, we will not do asyou

Suggest!”

"Nor may |," said Illvin, she sharing the agreement shown Wedin. "' have given my vow upon acertain
matter, and must therefore remain beside the one who holds that vow. Againgt thetime| will be released,
you understand.”

Her amusement was clear, thiswarrior who had so didiked the need to follow and serve amale, shewho
now crouched companionably closeto Chaldrin and no longer scowled upon him. | saw the differencein
[lvinwhich | had earlier failed to note, and her amusement turned wry at the questioning gaze | sent to
her.

"Clearly I must now admit that your punishment isno longer a punishment,” said she, something of asigh
taking her. "'l have not yet learned the lesson you wished to teach, war leeder, yet have | learned one
which was unanticipated by both of us."

Her crouch became a cross-legged, seated position, and when the others had done as she, she again sent
afaint smiletoward me.

"It had not occurred to me that there might be differences among males,” said she, shaking her head to
send her pale hair back from about her arms. " The sthuvad which our clan used, the maleswe fought in
the city called Bdllinard, those who held me captive-al were of the same sort, fit for naught save us or
death, no more to be noticed than Midas ground beneath awarrior's feet. Deep outrage took methat |
was required to serve one of that ilk, and | sought to force the male to the chdlenge so that | might rid
mysaf of him. When he refused to issue achalenge | grew even more enraged, and began thinking of
naught save the fey | would be able to issue chalenge of my own.”



Again her smile grew wry, and her hand rose to stiroke her life Ssgn where it hung between her breasts.

"When | spoke of my intentionsto you," she continued, "you replied that the life of the male was precious
to you, and should it be my intention to end that life, my vow might never be returned. Never had | been
given such devagtating upset, and for atime al thought was impossible to me. For awar leader of
Midannato speak so of amale! And then, dowly, it came to me to wonder upon the reason you spoke
0. | looked again upon the male, considered the actions he had taken with me, then spent much of the
darkness of the storm speaking with him. Though histreatment of me was of the sort to be given acity
dave-woman, the doing was in accordance with your wishes-and it became clear that he, himself, looked
upon me as awarrior and would have honored me for the state had he been |&ft to his own devices.
Thereis naught within him of the crudty of others, and | have discovered that | need only spesk of some
matter with which | have difficulty, and hewill aid meif hemay. | continued to didike being forced to give
him service, yet the matter isno longer apunishment, merely an inconvenience which iseasily borne.”

[lvin'swords ceased in asomewhat shame-faced manner, yet wasit Chadrin | looked sourly upon as|
chewed and swallowed the lellin. The mae was clearly taken by amusement, and when | looked upon
him, he chuckled.

"The wench has most obvioudy taken aliking to my use,” said he, hisdark eyes making no effort to avoid
mine. "Will you have me begt her for showing such excellent taste”?”

Both the Summaand Ilvin laughed adoud a Chadrin's sally, knowing the mae intended no such thing, and
Wedin shook her dark-haired head.

"Y ou may not lay the blamefor the thing at the feet of the mae, Jdav," said she, looking fondly upon him
whom | caled brother. "Heis, as spoken of by both you and the Hitta, without the cruelty of other males.
He may, in honor, do no more than he has already done. Has your purpose been served?”

"No, Wedin, my purpose has not been served,” | replied with weariness, throwing the lelin bonesfrom
me and then wiping the blood and grease from my fingers with two handfuls of grass. "Or perhapsit has
been served, and | merely unaware of the accomplishment. Had Ilvin followed me € sawhere than to the
Sigurri, her word would now be held by another, never to be returned to her; yet-is she awarrior and
free, freeto ride where she wills, free to spend her life in any manner she seesfit. | am no longer ableto
seethetruth asclearly asoncel did, therefore shal | no longer insst upon possibly pointless
punishments. IIvin, your word is now returned to you; you may ride and do at the direction of no one
save yoursdlf."

| put my hand to the Hitta's shoulder to show | felt no anger toward her, yet was | unable to meet her
eyes. My effortsto show her without agony that which | had learned amid great pain had failed, and
should her life and freedom be subsequently lost, the blame for the thing would be mine aone. | rose
quickly to my feet and went directly to my kan, mounted in asingle leap after freeing my reins, then rode
from the clearing. My attempt to save Ilvin had failed, much as many of my other recent attempts, and no
longer was | sure of the rightness of my path. Unaccustomed indecision twisted me about within, and
much did | slently revile mysdf for having avoided the teeth and claws of the lenga

The others once again rode in my near wake when darkness approached, therefore did | call ahalt
before a clamor might again arise. The forest had withdrawn from awide, lovely meadow, and | drew
rein beside asmdl yet swiftly running stream, dismounted, then stretched into the fey's lowering light. The
heat continued sultry al about and heavy upon one's shoulders, and | bent to the stream to drink as my
kan did, bringing the wetnessto cool my indgdes until I might dip into the waters and see to my outward
flesh. Silence had returned to those four who followed me, yet had there been many words from Summa,
Hittaand mal e before that return. Each had attempted to question me asto that which whirled about in



my head, yet how was | to spesk of those things which could not even be thought upon? Polite refusal at
last saw to the Summa, firmer refusa and an assurance of lack of anger took Ilvin from my shadow, yet
was there naught which moved Chaldrin from hisingstencestill | called down Midaswrath upon his
head and rode from him at high speed. His kan, more heavily burdened than mine, found itself unable to
match the pace | s&t, therefore was the mae forced to fal back. When | had ridden from Chadrin for the
third time he gave up his attempts, and took up a position beside Mehrayn. The two had ridden together
from then on, athing which had happily kept them both from bedeviling me.

When my kan had drunk hisfill I took him from the stream edge, staked him out upon along linewhich
alowed him to graze freely upon the thick, sweet meadow grass, then returned to the stream to wash the
heet of the fey from my body. The water was beautifully cold, athing which drew the others of my set, all
save the mae SHeernoh, who was set to skinning the kirol which had been dain by Dotil and Wedin.
The kirol was along-snouted, short-tusked child of the wild which is more easily hunted with spearsthan
bows, yet had the Summa been keen for its flesh and had made do with shafts. It was clear the mae
would have preferred bathing to skinning, yet had he accepted the chore with no more of ademurra than
asigh, asoft chuckling coming to him theresfter as though something amused him. Odd wasthe male
SHeernoh, perhaps even more so than other males, surely well suited to al that which then occurred
about me.

Much did it cause me great upset to be so enclosed by events and the doings of othersthat | felt borne
aong by those events, my own actions forced upon me and none of my choosing. The stream current
tugged strongly a me, swirling my wet hair about and attempting to carry it away, seemingly whispering
that best would beif | wereto leave dl those who laughed and splashed and cavorted upstream from
where | stood, and continue on alone. Much did | wish to do so, so much o that the need was a
struggling, demanding heaviness within me, yet without the Summal rode | knew not where; were two to
accompany me the other Six were naught, for it was complete solitude | craved, not some partial shadow
of it. | turned from the bank in the deep red of fey's end, and began to stroke toward the far side of the
sream.

The stream was not much widened from where it |eft the forest a short distance away, and no more than
afew reckid saw me at its other bank. | pulled myself up and sat with feet adangle in the water,
squeezing the wetness from my hair as 1 moved about upon the grass, seeking to halt its attemptsto cling
to my bottom. The lowering light showed me the others a the opposite Side of the stream, [lvin, Wedin
and Datil showering great splashes of water upon Chadrin and the two Sigurri warriors, the males
retaliating in kind, al laughing well at the foolishness, even Mehrayn, who merely stood in the stream and
observed the others. | did not begrudge them their laughter and joy, yet was | far from a state wherel
might join them in their play with afullness of heart. The lack increased the annoyance | felt, over the
length of the journey before me, over the need to do as | had no wish to do, over the indecision
concerning Mehrayn's presence or absence, over the need to face al enemy Midanna at once, over the
strangers who would come. | threw the heavy, twisted coil of my hair behind me, rose to my feet upon
the stream bank, then walked toward the blood-red remnants of Mida's dying light, afloat in the thoughts
| could not rid myself of. | walked from the stream bank, again attempting to find the words which would
need to be spoken to the enemy clans of Midanna, and they came at me from behind the clouds of
sghtlessness and lack of hearing in which | was enmeshed. Thefirst | knew of their presence was hands
onmy amsand afisinmy hair, tightening quickly and crudly, and causing my lipsto part in agasp of
surprise and pain. Just so quickly as my lips parted was awad of cloth thrust between them, athin length
of leather immediatdly tied about to hold the thing within, the strength of mae hands holding me where |
struggled. Three malesthere were, the gray of their body cloths difficult to seein thewaning light, and
with the strip of leather tied | was hurriedly taken by them into the forests, from which they had obvioudy
emerged.



Once among the trees and no longer in danger of observation by their enemies, the gray-clad males
ceased their hurry and cameto ahalt. Two of them continued to hold to my arms as dl three looked
upon me, and the shadows were not so thick that their great pleasure was difficult to see. | struggled in
their grasp, attempting to pull free, and he before me laughed softly.

"Truly wasit thewill of the Serene Oneness that we leave the expedition and begin the return to our city."
said he, putting ahand out to fondle my breast. Light-haired was the male, as were the other two, dl
three not much larger than I, yet considerably stronger. "-We now have awench to serve us without the
need to do battle for her, awench who was sent to our waiting hands."

"I give thanksthat we observed their arrival rather than they observing ours,” said a second, he who held
to my left aria "This one would not then have come running to us. What of the other wenches il at their
camp?'

"Those who ride with uswill surely return for them,” said thefirgt, bringing hisfree hand to the place
between my thighs. Again | struggled, attempting to avoid histouch, yet the other two each put aknee
behind my thighs, forcing me to endure the outrage rather than escape it. The male stroked and toyed till
the heat began to rise within me despite my fury, and then he laughed. " Should the others be as hot asthis
one" said he, "ther capture will be well worth the small effort of daying the men who now hold them. We
are, dter al, twelveto their four, the davey who toilsfor them unarmed and therefore of little concern.
The others should not need our assistance, yet shal they haveit, should they be willing to wait till we have
thoroughly used our little bird here.”

"l shall use her lagt," said the second, he who held to my Ieft arm, histongue moistening hislipsashe
looked upon the manner in which | wasforced to move by the hand a my thighs. " She squirms about
now with the need you put upon her, and | care little for eager acceptance by the wench benesth me. |
will have her fear and pain instead, which will bring her more quickly to know me her master.”

"She will know me her master when | chooseto ease her,” replied the firgt, joining the laughter of the
third, purpossfully continuing with his effortsto heast me. " She will be taught to beg her use, and prettily,
elseshdl | keep her in need the whole fey through, squirming and weeping and unable to halt the flames
within her. She will learn to crawl to me and kiss my feet, and please me well before her own need is
seento.”

"And sheislarge, and will likely afford uslonger use than the last wench we shared,” put in the third with
high-pitched laughter, speaking for thefirgt time, spittle running from the corner of his mouth. " She will
serveusdl, and well, eseshdl | open her throat with my blade and drink her lifeblood!”

The edge of the mal€'s dagger was at my throat then, hislaughter shared by the other two, and surely
would | have snarled in rage had the cloth wad not been thrust in my mouth. Was awarrior of Mida, a
war leader of Midanna, to tremblein fear at the touch of adagger at her throat, to obey the demands of
malesto hdt the spilling of her lifeblood"? Should the males end me | would then have the solitude |
craved, agtate they knew not how deeply was desired by me. Perhaps | would have laughed had the
cloth not been there, for the males knew naught of what thoughts touched me, and would therefore, at
sometime, see me free so that | might serve them. They each of them wore swords, and should a hilt
cometo my hand, my life would be sold dearly indeed.

"We must take her in proper styleto our camp,” said the male before me, his toying continuing without
halt. " She now squirms even with the blade threatening her, and would surely beg had she not been
slenced. Bind her wrigts, Cludain, the while Clomain ties alead upon her."

"For what reason must it ever be Cludain and | who bind the wenches?' said he who held the dagger, he



who now withdrew it with great rel uctance and petulance. "For what reason may we not give her our
attention as you now give her yours, Mondolain?'

"For the reason that we wish use from her before the arriva of the end of her strength,” said the mde
before mein amusement, he who was called Mondolain. " Should you and your brother attend her,
Clomain, shewill befit for naught save feeding to the beasts of thisforest. And yet | have thought of an
amusement which may be seen to when we have returned to camp, and you may performit if you wish."

"Anamusement!" exclamed this Clomain, he who stood to my right, immediately brightening. "Ever have
| been fond of your amusements, Mondolain! | will certainly assst you. "

"Excdlent,” murmured he before me, afaint smile upon hislips as he gazed upon me. He took no note of
the manner in which heto my left drew my arms behind me and tightly knotted leather about my wrists,
nor the manner in which the third did the same with alength of leather about my throat. The leather had
been held in the swordbelts of these males, and much did it seem that that |eather had seen adedl of
gmilar use. He before me continued to increase my need, and much amusement did hefind in my inability
to keep from burning as he wished. When the leather wastightly upon me he at last ceased his
minigirations, then took the leather lead from the mae Clomain.

"Seethelovely kanfilly we have captured, my friends," said Mondolain, reaching to stroke my hair with a
laugh. "Let uslead her before the others so that they, too, may admire her before we -mount and ride.”

He pulled hard upon the throat |eather then, nearly sending me from my feet, pulling me forward ashe
strode off more deeply into the forest. The other two maes laughed, Clomain more shrilly than Cludain,
both following quickly, though Clomain paused briefly with afurther laugh. In amoment had hisfootsteps
rejoined his brother's, yet another hand of hurried steps were forced upon me before | learned of the
reason for his pause.

"Hat, filly, step dong more briskly therel™ came the voice of Clomain, accompanied by the sharp sting of
aswitch acrossmy thighs. Again the three maeslaughed, and again | would have snarled, yet there was
naught else | might do for it. Bound in leather and pulled by the neck, | was able to do no more than
follow.

The distance to the camp of the gray-clad maeswas not far, and those who peopled the camp sprang to
their feet with exclamations of surprise a our appearance. The male Mondolain continued his unrelenting
pull till we stood in the very center of the camp, near to the large, now easily seen fire, and then he turned
to the others.

"Thefirg of four, my friends" he cried, attempting to send meto my knees by a sharp pull upon the
leather he held. As| stood flat-footed he did no more than bring an ache to my neck-till one of those
behind struck my kneeswith his second pull. Down | went, nearly pitching forward on my face, and the
laughter set flame to my rage so that it well nigh boiled over. My teeth set hard in the cloth between my
lips, my wrists pulled furioudy at the leether which held them, and little of the grass, dirt and stones
beneath my knees penetrated my awareness.

"Thefirgt of four, my friends," laughed Mondolain, drawing the leather about my throat astight ashewas
able. "The other three are as toothsome as this one, and held by only four men. Wewill gladly
accompany you in the taking of them-as soon as we have taught this one to know the men she now
serves. Cloman!"

"Yes, Mondolain!" acknowledged the third mae eagerly amid the stirring excitement and laughter of
those who had been found within the camp. "Are we to begin the amusement?’



"Indeed we are," said Mondolain, sending an aready amused glance at the switch the other male held.
My thighs and calves ached from the doing of that switch, nearly as much as my hand ached for the hilt of
my sword. "We must be sure our filly is not lost among the others" said Mondolain, his eyes close upon
me. "Therefore must we mark her clearly as ours. Draw your dagger Clomain, and come stand beside
me"

The switch was quickly discarded as the male drew his blade from its shegth at his swordbelt, and then
he, too, stared upon me from beside the other, the flames of the fire glinting off the blade he held with
such eagerness, spittle again running from the corner of his mouth.

"See how large and insolent her breasts are, Clomain," murmured the other into what had become a
deep, breathless slence, his eyes close to glowing. " Such breasts draw aman's eyes and hands; therefore
shall we make certain that al know whose property they are being drawn to. We shall mark her with the
letters of our names, Clomain, one letter upon each of her breasts, cut deep so that they will scar
properly when they have hedled. Are we not fortunate that there are no more than the two | etters among
the three of us? Had it not been so, we would require awench with three breasts.”

"Indeed, awench with three breasts" laughed Clomain, his hands caressing his dagger, thewildnessin his
laughter bringing achill to those who stood about in the warmth of the darkness. One or two attempted
tojoin hislaughter, yet was their mirth filled more with fear than amusement, for the male before metruly
relished the thought of that which hewould do. His use of the dagger would be dow, | knew, and
fervently did | give thanksthat what pain | felt would be unable to passmy lips, yet thought of the shame
in being marked so brought atrembling to my body which | was unable to hat. No honest battle scars
would | be given, but the marks of ownership by males! My breathing grew faster to the great thud of f
my heart, and when | madeto riseto my feet, afist came suddenly to tangle painfully in my hair.

"Begin now, Clomain,” came the voice of the other, he who was caled Cludain, he who continued to
gtand to my left. By thefistful of hair was| bent backward enough so that he with the dagger would have
no difficulty in reaching me, dso disallowing me dl possbility of risng. "Perhaps| will take her first after
al," said Cludain, "yet must you begin now."

The voice of the mae who held me was thick, companioning the smell of desire which was equally thick
upon him. The male was grestly aroused by the pain | would be given, athing which brought me grester
illness than the prospect of the doing itsalf. A rush of hatred for al things male flashed deeply through me
as hewith the dagger came dowly, laughingly forward, and when hisfree hand touched me softly,
caressingly, truly did | believe | would soon be even more deeply ill despite the cloth between my teeth.
Again | struggled where | was held, sweat dicking my body and face, the dagger now coming to touch
my flesh-and then was it suddenly withdrawn in shocked surprise.

"Jdlav, where have you gone to?' camethe cal of dight, unconcerned voice, clearly the voice of Ilvin.
"Darkness has falen, and Mehrayn desires your service. Y ou must return and see to him, for he grows
mogt agitated. Jdav!"

All in the camp had turned at the sound of Ilvin's voice, even those who stood about me. With my hair no
longer heldin sotight agrip I, too, was able to ook toward the sound, and then wasit no longer sound
aone which took the attention of dl. Into the clearing stepped 1lvin, her long, pae hair wet yet from her
swim across the stream, her body as bare as mine and aso pale from the faint illumination thrown upon it
by thefirdight. She hated a scant step within the clearing, looked al about hersdlf, then let her eyes come
to me.

"What do you dl do here?' she demanded angrily. "That is not acity dave-woman you hold, therefore
areyou to release her at oncel™



"Rather than release her, my pretty,” said Mondolain, adow grin taking him, "it would please us more to
have you join her. Y ou were to be oursin any event, yet sooner is more desirable than later. Seize her,
you men!"

His command was for those who stood nearest 11vin, and with whoops of laughter did four begin to run
toward the unmoving Hittawarrior. Fury cameto me that the fool of awarrior would do no more than
stand and await the capture of these males, yet through the fury was| struck by the faint amusement
which appeared upon theface of Ilvin. | had no more understanding of that amusement than had the
gray-clad maes, yet were we quickly shown the reason for it.

"Perhaps you would adso careto seize me," said Chaldrin, suddenly appearing from behind atree no
more than two steps from Ilvin, asword held in each of his hands. He, too, was otherwise bare of
covering, and as he halted beside her, she took her sword from him.

"You, mae, are scarcely as saizableas|," sad llvin, sattling the hilt in her fist with awidening grin. "It isl
they wish to seize, therefore must they be alowed to do so. Come, males, come and seize me."

Those who had begun to makefor 1lvin had halted at the appearance of Chaldrin, milling about with
hands to weapons as though in great confusion. All had been startled by the abrupt appearance of the
male, yet startlement held Mondolain the shortest.

"Heis no more than one blade against your four!" he caled to those who milled about. "Thewenchis
naught, and may be taken when his blood flowsto the ground! Down him quickly and then seize her!™

"Ah, now am | ableto understand,” said Chaldrin as the four drew and began a cautious advance upon
him. "1 am to be downed, wench, while you are to be seized. | had thought at first that | wasto be
ignored entirely.”

"No, itis| they think to ignore,” said Ilvin with asniff of contempt, her attention close upon those who
gpproached. "A pity they will not surviveto learn how greetly they err.”

A grintook Chadrin at the scornin llvin'stone, and then the four who approached rushed together upon
him. He and Ilvin stood shoulder to shoulder asthe clash of fire-glaring blades sounded for a brief
moment, and then one of the gray-clad ma es stepped back in shock the while hisbrothersfdl lifdesdy to
the ground.

"Hal Y ou were mistaken, girl,"” said Chadrin, gesturing with ared-streaked blade to the male who
continued to back from the two. "Thereis one who survivesto learn how greetly he has erred.”

"For now," agreed llvin as she again raised her own redly glistening wegpon. "We shared the last of those
three, therefore am | due the fourth aone. | am, after dl, awarrior of Mida, and you no more than smply
amde”

"Say them," whispered Mondolain, asudden trembling taking him. " Slay them both and day them now!"

His scream of rage brought the others, forward as they dragged weapon from scabbard, and surely did |
think to see Chaldrin and Ilvin stand back to back against so many; that they merely stood as they had
with grins upon their faces brought me confusion, yet again the confusion was quickly seento.

"Arewe aso to be alowed to day them?' came avoice, and thistime the followers of the Oneness
whirled to see Wedin and the Sgurri male Gidain to theright, Dotil and the second Sigurri Rinain to the
left. Each held a sword, each was completely bare, and each wore a grin resembling those upon Chaldrin
and Ilvin. It was the male Gidain who had spoken, and the words brought even greater rage to



Mondolain.

"Our numbers remain greater than theird” he screamed to his males, many of whom began tremblingin
fear. " Attack now and together, and victory may still be ours!”

Fear now drove the gray-clad ones, therefore did they obey without hesitation. All six made for Chaldrin
and llvin, thinking to take those two and then have fewer to face when the Summaand Sigurri reached
them. Ilvin and Chaldrin were quickly engaged, the Summaand Sigurri ran as quickly to their aid, and he
who was called Mondolain trembled in fear and fury as he watched.

"They may best us" he muttered, awildness to the muttering. "Our numberswere greater than theirs, and
yet they may best us. It isdl the fault of the wench, and she, at least, will not live to mock us.”

With the end of his muttering was his sword drawn dowly clear of its scabbard, and then he turned
toward me, hisintent plain. That he and histwo stood without aiding the otherswas of no moment to him,
nor was the lack of ability of those he rode with. | pulled again, futilely, at the leather which bound me as
Mondolain and histwo turned full to look upon me, then ceased my strugglesin confusion when their
eyesrosein sartlement to look beyond me.

"The wench may well have asked to be taken by strolling about alone and unarmed, yet you need not
have obliged her," came the voice of Mehrayn, from the sound of it so near that he waswell nigh upon
me. "A man must learn to be responsible for the consequences of his own doings, else shall those
consequences be thelast hereceivesin thislife.”

"You areafool to believe you may stand before usdone,” said Mondolain to Mehrayn, his face now
twisted in asneer of gratification. "Wethree, a least, will have the opportunity of losing oursavesin the
darkness of the forests, and you may go to your death knowing the wench will accompany us. When she
follows you to your unknown god's pastures, you will no longer find her recognizable. Let ustake him
now, and quickly!"

Hisfinad wordswere hissed urgently to his companions, yet before they might comply Mehrayn, as bare
asthe others, had legpt to a place before me, bringing the battle to those who foolishly thought to day
him. The swords of dl three made frantic attempt to reach him, yet he knocked their blades asde with a
sound of contempt, his effortless replies causing the gray-clad maesto strain to keep his point from their
bodies. Again and again the three attempted to best the one, yet their sword skill was no greater than that
of the others of their ilk; when abruptly the male Clomain gasped and drew his brother back with him,
Mondolain was | ft to face Mehrayn aone.

"Disengage quickly, Mondolain!™ Clomain cried, grasping Cludain by thearm in ghill terror. "His
shoulder- Can you not see his shoulder? Heisa Prince of the Blood in Sigurr'slegions!™

"No!" screamed Mondolain, taken fully by terror, yet had the warning come far too late. Mehrayn's
sword did eadily within hisbely, bringing forth gurgling redness from his mouth, and then did the mae dip
lifdesdy to the ground, his sword fdling from eterndly numbed fingers.

Cludain and Clomain weatched till Mondolain lay crumpled in his own blood, and then did they begin, as
one, to back from Mehrayn. No longer was Cludain distant and Clomain wildly amused, for the two

were filled with afear which paled them to powder, and set their limbsto trembling as though with a
fever. Step by step they backed, their eyes unmoving from Mehrayn, who dowly pursued them, till the
breath of their god upon the backs of their necks caused them to jerk their heads about. Behind them
were none living save those of my traveling set, the six of whom aso dowly advanced with bloodied
blades, the still forms of those who had been followers of the Serene Oneness covering the ground
behind them. A soul-lost whimper escgped Clomain, his sword fell from an unfedling grip, and then did he



go to hisknees, in thefire-lit darkness and grasp the leg of his brother with both arms.

"They mean to give me hurt, Cludain!" he cried, trembling and holding desperately to his brother, as
though to hide himsdf. "I do not wish to be hurt, Cludain, therefore must you send them from me! Send
them from me! Send them from me!”

The words of the male turned to wordless screams, echoing about the camp and tearing at the flesh of
those who heard them. He who was called Cludain stood with point down and eyes nearly closed, a
shudder running through him at his brother'sterror that was clearly derived from great pleasure. All had
halted short of the two, males and warriors dike, disgust covering the faces of the males, frowns upon the
warriors. When he who was erect clasped himsaf one-handed with the agony of his pleasure, the Hitta
and two Summawarriors lost their frowns and advanced together to circle about and stand before the
two. Wedin and Dotil quickly raised their blades as 1lvin guarded their backs, and then was there
sharpened meta plunged into the bodies of the last of those who were gray-clad, ending screams of
terror and grunts of pleasure together. Those males who rode with our set remained unmoving even after
the two brothers had fallen side by side, athing which showed them possessed of greater reason than
most males. The sSght of those bereft too often brought pity to maes, filling them only with thoughts of
those whom the gods had crookedly touched, taking al thought of those who would be victim to such
unfortunates. Kindest and wisest was to end ones unable to live as those about them, for in such an
ending lay the sole salvation of those innocents who would feed their monstrous appetites. Had it been
possible to straighten their crookedness the Summawould surely have done that instead; with
straightening impossible, no other avenue was practica save that which they had taken.

"Y ou wenches had best clean your blades as quickly as possible” said Chaldrin in arumblefilled with
vast distaste, his eyes upon the two males who lay upon the ground. "I have heard it said that the blood
of ones such asthey may poison aman smply by itstouch. We would none of uswish to be poisoned in
such amanner.”

The faces of the two Sigurri warriors reflected fervent agreement with Chaldrin's words, and then was |
able to see no further of them, for Mehrayn had turned and come back toward me. He stood before me
as his hand went to the leather which held the cloth between my lips, the lesther was freed, and then was
the cloth pulled away. | attempted to return moisture to my mouth as| awaited the remova of the lesther
from my wrigts, yet Mehrayn crouched before me instead, his gore-smeared sword still held in hisfig.

"I givethanksto Sigurr that that madman had not the time to use his dagger upon you,” said he, his
shadowed eyes|ooking down upon me. "llvin's appearance kept him from it as it was meant to, and no
later opportunity was alowed him. For what reason did you take yoursdlf to this side of the stream, done
and without a single wegpon? How wasit possible for those three to have surprised you so easily?"

"Condderation of the tasks yet before mefilled my mind too full,” I husked, the cloth taste remaining to
plague my tongue. " So many are the matters which demand my attention, that nearly did | find anend to
them dl. The gateis distasteful, and once again | must give my thanksfor having had my life returned to
me. Will you now remove the leather upon my wrists?"

"Digasteful,” said he, continuing to stare upon me without attempting to do as| had asked. The others,
not far distant to begin with, cameto stand and stare in asmilar manner, slent in the darkness. "Nearly
does she end mutilated or dain, and the Sateisdistasteful,” said Mehrayn in amuitter. " She wanders
about lost in thought, unconcerned over that which occurs about her, finds hersdlf taken captive by
madman, and consders the matter no more than distasteful. ™

"Clearly isit through Midas wishes that we accompany her," said Wedin, something of annoyanceto be
heard in her voice. "Midadesiresthe surviva of her chosen during times of difficulty, therefore areweto



guard thewar leader in her distraction. Our presence can have no other purpose.”

"Indeed," said Datil with afirm nod from Ilvin, even the two Sigurri maes clearly agreeing with such
foolishness. Chaldrin said naught, yet wasthe large, dark mae dready of the opinion that | required his
presence. Mehrayn considered Wedin's words with faint surprise, plainly about to add hisown
agreement, therefore did | hasten to air more reasonable views.

"A war leader of the Midanna requires no othersto guard her!" | snapped, glaring about at males and
warriorsdike, unthinkingly pulling &t the leather which continued to hold me. "To dlow othersto stand
for oneisthe act of acoward, athing warriors, at least, should be aware of! Jdav shal guard hersdlf as
ever she has done, facing her enemiesin her own shadow, and now does she demand to be released!”

"Ever does Jalav make demands upon one point or another,” said Mehrayn, thick annoyance having
cometo him, his shadow-form ill crouched before me. " So enmeshed is shein the doings of the gods,
that the doings of men have become of |essimportance to her than ever. To guard one at the behest of
the gods brings no dishonor upon that one, wench, no more than the desired safety given them. Such
safety will be given Jaav, for in her foolishness such guarding has become necessary. Kned slently,
wench, and obey the man to whom the gods have given you."

Great anger wished to bring forth further words from my throat, yet the male had presumed upon the
foolishness of the gods and | was unable to deny his command. | knelt in seething rage before him, no
longer permitted to discuss the fal se understanding of those who stood about me, and then the male
straightened and moved to stand behind me. Carefully did the edge of his sword touch the leather which
bound me, its keenness dicing quickly through the coils, and when dl of it had falen away, hishand came
to my amto rase meto my feset.

"No," sad he, hating my fingersthey began to unknot the lesther upon my throat. "As Jdav pays solittle
heed to where she stralls, sheisclearly in need of someform of guidance. Y ou will remain close beside
metill | release you, wench, for | strongly fed that the gods wish you to be well schooled in the
consequences of folly. Perhaps when you are once again unbound, you will give greater thought to
retaining that freedom.”

Approva was strong in the manner of those others who stood about, unbelievably even in those who
cdled themsalves Midanna. Mehrayn took up the leather lead in hisfree hand, paying no mind to the
soundless fury he was doubtless able to see upon me, and turned to the balance of our set.

"Let usmerely put out their fire," said he, looking about a the unmoving formsin the clearing. "The beasts
of theforest will seeto the disposdl of their carcasses, adisposition which is more than fitting for such as
these"

Murmurs of agreement came only from the males asthey and my warriorsturned to give their attention to
the legping flames, and Mehrayn's glance touched me briefly.

"Indeed does your lady continue to watch over you," he murmured, coiling the end of the leather he held.
"Had SHeernoh not seen you being taken and spoken of it immediately, you would now be held more
closdly by agony than thisleather holds you. We paused no longer than to take up swords before we
came, therefore do we al seem more prepared for pleasure than battle. | give thanksto Sigurr that your
wenches have no more need to cover themsalves than do we.”

By then was the fire nearly smothered and quenched by the dirt thrown up from the ground and the
contents of the drinking skins which had been found among the possessions of the gray-clad males,
therefore was Mehrayn unable to see my look of derision. No other than city dave-women would find it
necessary to first cover their bodies before going gladly to battle, and the Midanna were far from so low



aplace. Had Mehrayn had atrue understanding of warriors, never would he have shown surprise over so
obviousapoint.

When even the embers no longer glowed in the fire, we left the clearing to return to our own camp.
Though the others ringed us with swords held ready, Mehrayn held me close beside him by thelead he
had wrapped about his free hand, taking me about as though | had no volition of my own. The seething
within me was cooled not at dl by the swim across the stream, for although Mehrayn was faced with the
need to hold his sword up while he swam, he did not choose to relinquish his hold upon the leather.
Both-were hdld in hisleft hand as he swam with his right, and my mood was foul indeed when we
climbed from the siream to be greeted by asmiling SHeernoh.

"How pleased | am to seethat you all return in safety,” he exclaimed, grinning about in gregtly relieved
welcome. "Thekirol isaready upon thefire, therefore may you al take your ease the whileit cooks,
regathering your strength and drying your hides." He chuckled well at the ddight shown by Summa, Hitta
and Sigurri, then did he turn to me when they had taken themsalves toward the coverings and weapons
they had left behind. "I am mogt gratified to find that you are unharmed, war leader,” said he, looking with
amusement upon the leether held by Mehrayn. " To see your health and beauty undiminished gladdens my

| spoke no word to the male for | had been bidden to silence, yet surely was he able to see to how small
an extent | shared hisamusement. | held hisgazetill discomfort began to touch him, athing which
Mehrayn was able to see.

"Had | not demanded silence from her, shewould surdly give you gracious thanksfor your timely
warning, SHeernoh, " said Sigurr's Sword, the words smooth despite the shadow of annoyance to be
heard behind them. "I have decreed punishment for her for her carelessness, from which shewill learn or
face additiona punishment. Y ou have, of course, my own thanks aswell.”

"The pleasure was mine, Prince," said SHeernoh with agesture of dismissa, afaint smile now touching
him. "If you will excuse me, | must seeto thekirol.”

His bow to mewaswryly formal, odd in its execution, as odd as the male himsalf. The moment he turned
away Mehrayn aso took himsdlf off, and I, perforce, followed after. When we reached the covered pelt
he took his deep upon, Mehrayn gestured curtly toward it.

"Put yourself there, wench, belly down and cheek to the fur,” said he, hisvoice held low to keep the
growl of anger from reaching the ears of others. ™Y ou behave as a child would, sullenly ungrateful to the
man who deserves your thanks, the while you sulk from the punishment you so eagerly sought with your
own actions. Much do | fed the urge to cut aswitch with which to seeto you, and should there be any
further difficulty from you thisdarkness, | shall surely do so."

Hewatched as | placed mysdf upon the pelt as he had commanded, then did he turn from me and walk
to his body cloth and swordbelt, anger continuing to turn his movements brusgque and tiff. 1, too, was
filled with anger, for themaewasafool in dl he said. Most certainly would | have given SHeernoh
thanks for his assistance had | been able, and that despite the fact of his amusement over theindignity
termed " punishment” imposed upon me by Mehrayn. It was Mehrayn with whom | felt anger, for themae
had no right to do as he did, despite the fact that the gods had granted him possession of me. Such
possession was complete foolishness, for nearly had it been ended by the actions of the gray-clad males.
Had they done asthey had intended, his possession would have been shown as the mockery it was.

| turned my head away from the fire, settling my |eft cheek to the pelt cloth, unable to find comfort
through the twistings of my anger, and then all thoughts of anger and discomfort were gone, smothered



beneath the sudden redlization which took me. Mehrayn had spoken of my capture as carel essness, yet
was Jdav seldom guilty of such athing when she rode or walked the forests alone. Those who
approached the forests with carelessnessrardly survived them, athing which al Midannaknew. That |
had been logt in thought was true, and yet the reason for my having been taken so deeply into mysdlf did
not now seem as eadily discernible as| had at first thought. Well wasit possible that my senses had been
turned inward and kept so, to ensure the capture which waited hidden from easy sght. Wasthis
supposition true, the brevity of my capturein no manner indicated ajocular, light-hearted intent, for there
was considerably more to the matter, which gpparently only | now knew of.

| shifted about upon the cloth-covered pelt, moving my wet hair away from my back, briefly annoyed that
the leather lead might not be removed, attempting to warm the chill of my thoughts with renewed anger.
No other than Mida had the ability to befuddlie my mind to such an extent that | became unaware of the
doings about me, therefore had my capture clearly been the wish of the goddess. Had the ass stance sent
me been even apair of reckid longer in the coming, my flesh would have held the marks of males, deeply
cut with much pain and loss of blood, marks which well might have remained even had | been healed.
That the marks would have been the strokes called | etters by maes clearly confirmed my suppositions,
for the | etters would have been those named em and cee, em for Mondolain and cee for Clomain and
Cludain. That they were aso for Mehrayn and Ceralt spoke of Midas awareness of my recent thoughts,
of her anger with me, of the warning she now sent. That the warning was afina one |l had no doubt, and |
shuddered to consder what my punishment would beif | transgressed again. To be marked with the
strokes which stood for the males | would keep from Mida could easily have been my punishment, said
the warning, for no war leader, no matter how thickly filled with pride, might think to challenge a
goddess. Were | unable to send the maes from my thoughts and consider no more than the duty | owed
to shewho held my life vow, | would, in some deeply unpleasant manner, bear full memory of them for
the rest of my feyd. The maeswould be Mida's at any time she wished to take them, and naught | might
foolishly think to do would halt that intent.

"Jdav, you tremble," came Mehrayn's voice from close behind me, and then was his hand warm upon my
arm. "Do not alow the thought of what was nearly done to you to bring you upset, wench. No man or
beast will bring harm to you whilel live"

| turned upon the fur to see him where he knelt beside me, a dark shape in the sultry warmth of the
darkness, then quickly roseto my own knees so that | might hold him about with al the strength in my
arms. Hisown arms closed about me and held me astightly as| held him, and had | not been awar
leader of Midannal would surdly have wept with the loss which was to be mine. First Ceralt and now
Mehrayn, for Jalav was to have no maes; Jaav wasto do no more than ride at Mida's command. So
warm and strong was the body | held to, so familiar wasthe male smell of him-and so soon would he be
taken from me. A fool wasthe mae, as unreasoning and willing to give humiliation to awarrior asdl
males, yet would memory of him indeed remain with mefor the rest of my feyd. That was the punishment
| had been given, the agony of memory; beside it, Mehrayn'sfoolish efforts faded to naught. | closed my
gyesinthecircle of hisarms, throbbing with the agony, knowing it was destined to be mineforever.

CH 6. A new lesson-and a fool's challenge

"Now, you wenches, pay close heed," said Chaldrin, walking dowly and unconcernedly aong. Our camp
was nearly ready to be abandoned for the new light had aready come, yet was there athing the males
were of amind to show usfirst. The two Sigurri warriors crouched down ahead of and to either Sde of
the path Chaldrin trod, taking there from the sight of Mehrayn, beyond them and dso in acrouch, dso
undetected.

"Herel gtroll, totaly ignorant of thevillainswho liein wait for me," said Chadrin, dowly gpproaching the



crouching Sigurri, yet seemingly seeing naught of them. "1 am unarmed, therefore do the villainstake me
for easy prey, alovely wench who may be captured and used till the tearsfdl from my eyes, 'till the evil
lust isgone from them."

Shickering laughter came from Wedin, Datil, and 1lvin, SHeernoh chuckling at their sde, for the two
Sigurri had put evil, leering expressions upon their faces at Chadrin'swords, dso raising their hands
clawlikein lustful anticipation. Mehrayn grinned briefly where he crouched, amused by the foolishness,
and then did he return his attention to his approaching "prey.” He and his males wore sword and dagger,
yet Chadrin, true to hiswords, was unarmed.

"As| comewithin reach, the villainslegp and pounce upon me," said Chaldrin, hiswords bringing the two
Sgurri warriors upright in mock attack. "Asther hands close upon me |l struggle, yet isther strength too
great for meto overcome. | part my lipsto scream for assistance, yet does the third of their ilk move
quickly to slencemy cries™

Mehrayn, aready erect, moved forward to place an imaginary cloth between Chaldrin'slips, yet was
there something amiss.

"Thethird came from behind," said | as Mehrayn approached Chadrin, halting them in their movements.
"The two held to me as these hold to you, yet did the third approach from behind and take my hair in his
fist. An attacker from behind is not as easily guarded againg.”

"To onewith proper training, it makes no matter,” said Chadrin with ashrug of indifference, hisarms till
held by the Sigurri. "The Sword may gpproach from behind meif he wishes, yet must he guard himself
more closdly there, for | will not be able to see him well enough to know that my blow is sufficiently
restrained.”

"How closely will | need to guard myself from a'lovely, desirable wench'?" asked Mehrayn with agrin,
looking upon Chaldrin. "The strength of awoman is not the strength of aman.”

"The movements | mean to demonstrate are not dependent upon strength,” returned Chaldrin, the faintest
trace of annoyance evident in hisvoice. "Even ddlivered by awench, they are devadtating.”

"You truly believethat you, usng haf strength, would find it possible to best the three of us, we using our
full strength?' asked Mehrayn with alaugh, histwo warriorsjoining hisamusement. "We aretrained
warriors of Sigurr, Chadrin, far from the ignorance and helplessness of those you are accustomed to
teaching. If you wish your demongtration to have meaning, you may not propose such athing to us.”

"And what meaning will my demondtration haveif my attackers attack haf-heartedly?' asked Chddrinin
turn, meeting the amused gaze of Mehrayn. "it was agreed that you and your warriors would usefull
strength, thewhile | would not. | shall use even less than the strength of awench, for | would not wish to
cause you and yours harm, brother.”

"Ah, you do not careto harm us," said Mehrayn, continuing in hisamusement. ™Y ou wish us, however, to
attempt to cause you harm. | would not have you look the foal, brother, for as| recal, you are not yet far
enough hedled to attempt a proper defense, yet should it truly be your wish-"

"Itis" sad Chadrin, afaint smile coming to him at the manner in which Mehrayn'swordstrailed off.
"Should our wench not be convinced of the efficiency of thismanner of bettle, she will not makethe
attempt to master its precepts. In thisinstance, | must consider her needs above yours.”

"For the sake of our wench, then," said Mehrayn, his head raising somewhat as he nodded at Chadrin.
"Wewill take our 'prey’ with full srength.”



With afina nod to his males Mehrayn took himself about behind Chaldrin, and clearly wasit then
possible to seethat thetwo Sigurri held him in grips that seemed unbreskable. Chaldrin stood unmoving
inthe grips, asthough truly held, and then did Mehrayn'sfist take hishair in preparation for pulling his
head back, free hand aso held fisted, asthough there wereaclothinit.

So quickly did Chadrin's movements then come, that they were difficult to see, and to follow. Much did
it seem that hisright leg moved firgt, raisng then striking out toward the Sigurri who held hisright arm.
Thekick struck the malein the middle, doubling him over as he released hishold, yet was Chadrin
aready moving his now free arm backward, catching Mehrayn sharply in the head with hiselbow,
sending Sigurr's Sword stumbling backward away from him and to the ground. Before Mehrayn struck
the ground, however, Chaldrin had dready turned toward the third male who held to hisleft arm with
incredulous dishelief clear upon hisface, threw awidefist into that face, then stepped camly away from
the male who now held both hands to hisface as he bent forward, and turned to those of uswho
watched.

"Had this been atrue attack,” said he with continuing cam, "the kick would have been to the attacker's
privates, the elbow to the second attacker's throat, and the fist aso to the throat. Thefirst attacker would
then be held by crippling pain, and the second and third dain from their throats having been crushed. The
first would then be available ether for questioning or for alesurely ending, whichever course of action
you preferred. There are a so other responses available against such an attack, some aslethd as that
which | chose, some more gentle. The decision of which to useis ever the choice of theonewhois
attacked.”

"Perhgps | should have stipulated amore gentle choice," said Mehrayn, raising himsdf from the ground
with one hand to his head. The manner in which he looked upon Chaldrin should surely have produced
deep chuckling in the second male, and when it did not, Mehrayn shook hishead. "Very well," said he
with asigh, stepping nearer to the dark-haired male. "I have always been of the bdlief that aman should
be given the credit due him, even should such giving be painful to the pride. Y our ability to do battle
without wespons far surpasses the ability | imagined was yours, and | ask your pardon for having
doubted you. Had you used your full strength, my warriorsand | might well have dept through the glory
of thisentirefey, if not longer. | will refrain from giving you chalenge with swords, brother, if you will
continue to refuse chalenge from me with no weapons. | have been struck on the head, you see, and
therefore cannot be held responsible for what foolish challenges| offer.”

"Sigurr would surely frown upon meif | were to take advantage of a man who has been struck on the

head," said Chadrin, and now the chuckling was indeed upon him. "Y ou need fed no anxiety, brother,
for | shdl not accept chalenge from anyonein this manner of battle-save, perhaps, from the wenches,

when they fed themsdaves far enough advanced. | shall do with them as my teacher did with me.”

"| givethanksthat they have not as many kalod in whichto learn,” said Mehrayn, sending alook to me as
his hand went again to his head. "It should prove possible to successfully defend myself for the balance of
thisjourney, | hope, for there may be additiona punishment to be given, and | shdl not stint upon my
duty no matter the consequences. For now, | think it best that weride."

With Midaslight growing stronger it was well past time to continue our journey, yet had | been forbidden
to speak upon the point. Indeed | had been forbidden al matters of leadership the while Mehrayn's
punishment continued, afoolishness which dready filled me with annoyance. Soon the maewould be
taken from me, and he concerned himsdlf with no other thing than punishment. Such gresat foolswere
malesthat | could not tell why warriors found any attraction in them whatsoever.

Chaldrin and Mehrayn and SHeernoh examined each of Mehrayn's males, found them no more than
shaken, then Chaldrin and the gray-haired mae assisted them to their kand. Summa and Hitta also went



to their kand, yet was she who was Hosta forced to remain where she stood till Mehrayn came to again
take up the leather lead tied about her throat. Weapons had been permitted her-nay, it was demanded
that she don them-yet had she been commanded to take no step save that Sigurr's Sword held her [eash.
A growling anger flexed its clawsin her flesh, yet the male Mehrayn cared not; her possession had been
given him by the gods, and she was able to deny him naught.

Approaching the kand showed methat 1lvin, Wedin and Dotil had not yet mounted, for a concern other
than our journey then held them. Ilvin stood frowning beside Chadrin, Wedin and Datil with the two
Sigurri warriors, and dl three Midannalooked carefully to see whether the males had taken any harm.
Chadrin's sde was again covered with cloth, yet had hiswound been uncovered when he and the others
had come across the stream to my aid the darkness previous. 11vin had didiked the look of the wound,
and had indsted upon rubbing it with an herb mixture before it was again covered, this despite the male's
protests that the wound no longer gave him pain. She now peered benegth the cloth to assure hersdlf that
no harm had cometo the healing flesh, Wedin and Datil engaged in smilar investigations with the two
Sgurri. All knew that males had not the wit to see properly to themsalves, yet the solicitude of my
warriorsfor these maleswas athing | found myself unable to comprehend. Much did it seem asthough
they concerned themsalves with clan sstersingtead of males, and | frowned as| looked upon them all.

"Y our wenches have changed considerably since they fought beside Chadrin and my warriorslast
darkness," said Mehrayn, amusement to be heard in his voice as he, too, looked upon what occurred
between the others. "They no longer consider Sigurri ‘mere males,’ for they have become battle
companions through the shared shedding of enemy blood. The wenches, too, are now looked upon
differently by my men, for they have become more than ‘'mere wenches." "

Indeed did it seem that Mehrayn spoke the truth, for the males hastened to assure my warriorsthat no
lasting hurt had come to them, their manner quiet and without amusement a the concern shown on their
behdf. Truly did it seem that males and warriors had formed an odd, new clan, each member pleased
with the presence of the others, each member happily aware of the new state. To me, however, thething
seemed in some manner wrong, for never before had warriors and males drawn together so.

"Remove that frown from your face, wench," said Mehrayn, drawing my eyesto where he looked down
upon me. "Y our disgpprova stems only from the punishment you now find yourself subjected to, and will
disappear once you no longer chafe beneath my restrictions. Y ou cannot deny warriors the pleasure they
have ever sought, the pleasure of one who will not only lie with them but who will dso stand with them.
No warrior will be denied so0."

It came to me then with agood deal of shock that Mehrayn referred to both male and female, both
Midannaand Sigurri. Neither would find it possibleto live as the other currently did, therefore had they
chosen an entirely different manner, one new to both, one acceptable to both. The mae before me
seemed desperately eager to become a part of that newness, yet | recalled that he had been denied to
me. Were| to attempt to join the newness of the others, my very presence would likely bring Mida such
anger that she would bring the newness crashing down upon the heads of those who attempted it. For the
sake of those about me | must obey the goddess, and think naught of the bitter gall which filled me.

"| care not what othersdo,” | said to him who looked upon me so closely, turning my face from him.
"Thereis but one thing for thiswarrior to do, and that isto see to the tasks she has been given. | have
neither the time nor theinterest to dally and sport, for | am awar leader. Those others are not."”

"For one who has no interest in sport, wench, you do well in thefurs,” returned the mae, his hand coming
to touch my neck beneath my hair, amusement in histone. "When we hat for our mid-fey med | shdl be
more than prepared for you again, and it is my command that you speak to me then of how you greetly
desremy use. Thewordswill not belies, | know, for you have shown your true fedings for me often



enough when not angry and petulant. Y ou may mount now for the others are prepared to depart, yet are
you to think often in the hind to come of the use which awaits you. In such amanner will you soon come
to be aseager asl."

Wl amused wasthe male as| tore loose the reins of my kan from the stake which held them, turned
completely from him, and jumped to the back of my mount. It continued to be hisintention to give me
punishment, a punishment of humiliation and lack of freedom and commands without end. Clearly did he
believe that once the punishment was done | would be filled with such gratitude and eation that | would
do asthe others had done and accept him beside me, one to be shared with rather than obeyed. Had he
been other than male, he might well have been filled with sufficient reason to understand that all |
possessed to share was one task after another, the jealousy of the gods, and unending denidl. It filled me
with fury that | was able to see no manner in which such agate of affairs might be changed, yet wasthe
fury ausdless one. | watched Mehrayn mount, then was tugged gently dong in hiswake by the neck
leather, to begin the fey'sjourney in the possession of the dark mood which had become so frequent a
companion of late.

Werodetill the light was near its highest, the silence alowing me to remain deeply immersed in my
thoughts. In the midst of consideration of what approach would be best to the enemy clans, and possible
deployment of warriors againgt that which the strangers would bring to the coming battle, the hind flew
away to naught; before | became aware of it a clearing had been found in the forest we had reentered, al
were preparing to dismount. | looked about me in considerable confusion, and Mehrayn chuckled as he
cameto my kan to put his handsto my wais.

"So you have at last returned to us,” said he, taking me from the kan as though | were unable to do the
thing mysdlf. " So well wrapped in thought were you that none of us thought it wiseto disturb you, for you
undoubtedly considered the tasks you have been given-aswell as that which was commanded by me.
Areyou prepared to please me?”’

| looked upon the male with agood dedl of exasperation, for in the midst of matters of import, his
commands had dipped from my memory. Had the word which bound me to him been mine, | would
have been forsworn; as the condition had come about by the decision of another, | was merdly visited
with annoyance.

"Y ou cannot mean | was disobeyed,” said he, seeing in my face the truth | had not yet put wordsto. "Are
you s0 ssmple-minded awench that you cannot recall what disobedience brings you?'

The mock sternnessin his manner as he looked down upon meincreased my annoyance, for it was clear
that the male spoke only to bring me anger which could not be protested nor revenged. In thisinstance,
however, hisintentionswereidle, for he, himsdf, had admitted acquiescence to necessity.

"Perhapsit is Mehrayn who has forgotten that the commands of Mida are not to be interfered with by a
male" said |, meeting the green gaze in which the hint of amusement attempted to hide. "Asit was her
tasks| considered as| rode, | cannot be taken to task for having overlooked male foolishness. The
goddesswill undoubtedly make clear the point when the male Mehrayn has been claimed by her."

Abruptly was dl amusement gone from the mae, the look he sent to me as| folded my asamswell filled
with rapidly growing annoyance, yet before he might speak of his displeasure, Chaldrin gppeared beside
us

"With the permission of Sigurr's Sword, | will have thewench now," said he, his calm taking no note of
the manner in which Mehrayn looked upon me-and | him. "Thereisagood dedl of time yet before our
med is prepared, therefore shall we begin her lessons. | would see her as knowledgeable and competent



as possible for the time she must face those other wenches.”

A brief moment did Mehrayn continue to send his annoyance toward me, and then did he nod with
reluctance.

"Very well," said he, reaching to the knot of the leather about my throat. ™Y ou may have the wench for a
lesson, yet is sheto be sent back to me immediately the lesson isdone. Therewill be a second lesson
awaiting her which she will seeto before she takes her provender. Best you see that the matter does not
again dip from your mind, girl."

Again wasthat green gaze sent to me, no amusement to be seen as he coiled the legther, then did Sigurr's
Sword turn and walk off. Chaldrin watched him gone, then did he turn to send me alook of hisown.

"Y ou seemto joy in provoking him, wench," said he, resting one hand upon the flank of my kan, "Do you
joy aswdll in the hidings your provocation bringsyou?'

"I do no more than speak thetruth,” said I, looking upon Chadrin as | had looked upon Mehrayn.
"Would you care to have me speak the truth to you aswell, brother?"

"At timesthetruth isbest left ungpoken,” said he, showing faint amusement at my question. "One such as
I, with grest wisdom to call upon, am easily ableto tell that thisis such atime. Remove your sword and
dagger, and stand with the others.”

[lvin, Wedin and Datil, aready wegponless, sood awaiting my arrival and the battle method Chadrin
would teach, therefore did | divest mysdlf of sword and dagger and join them, tying abit of leather about
my hair asthey had done. Midannamuch preferred entering battle with leather holding their hair, yet
recent circumstances kept me from the practice. The three Midanna warriors greeted me warmly when |
joined their ranks. 1t would have brought shameto dl had they alowed themselvesto see the humiliation
being given awar leader without trying to halt it, therefore would they have been bound to give me
assgance-againgt Midaswill. That they believed the punishments given me by Mehrayn were Mida-sent
was clear, for the will of amere maewould have meant naught to them; this belief freed them from the
embarrassment of needing to cometo my ad. | returned their greetings with polite formality, unableto
argue againgt an unwillingness to oppose a goddess-yet did my former annoyance and anger increase.

Chaldrin began lessonsthat did well to lessen the emotion of anger. First were we required to stretch
oursavesin dl manner of odd ways, so that we would not harm ourselves when we began the true
lessons. The heat of the fey did naught to aid us, and quickly were we covered with the sweet of
exertion, bending and stretching as though we attempted to warm ourselves against the cold. When this
loosening, as Chadrin cdled it, was done, we began to learn the proper manner of delivering kicks. One
did not merely kick out, we were told, one kicked with either the hedl, the sde of oné'sfoot, or the place
just beneath the toes, with the toes held well up out of the way. We attempted these manners of kicks,
over and over, Chaldrin speaking quietly in correction, berating us only when it seemed to him that our
effortsflagged. Many reckid passed in the doing, and then were we begun upon the method of keeping
another's hands from us with our own fists and arms, athing termed blocking. This, too, was done again
and again, thetime lasting till our provender was done, and then did Chadrin cal ahdt.

"Y ou wenches may now rest yoursalves," said he, seemingly pleased with our efforts and the sheen of
sweet which covered us. ™Y our rate of bresthing remainswell in your control, a pleasant sight for me
after my having trained so many who panted and gasped from so smdll an effort. When we make
darkness camp, we will do the same again.”

[lvin and the Summa murmured approva of the intention, undoubtedly fedling the same pleasure which
touched me. The movements which Chadrin had shown us were clearly no more than asmall beginning,



and | wanted to continue on asfar as possible, al the while perfecting that which | had aready been
shown. The movements brought a greater awareness of the glory in thelife of awarrior, ajoy begun
which would not soon fade.

"I have not seen such happiness upon you in many feyd,” said Mehrayn, hisvoice quite near. | turned to
see that he stood behind me, looking down upon me with an odd warmth in hiseyes. "It gives me great
pleasure to see you so, despite the fact that the greater your skill grows, the closer comes the time of my
besting. Will you give me comfort when the beating is done?’

"Y ou will not wish comfort,” | told him, folding my aamsas| spoke. ™Y ou will fed the throbbing achein
your flesh from the touch of the leather, the humiliation and shame and fury from having been done so,
and will wish only to be avenged. No other than adave would seek naught save comfort. Am | to serve
you now?'

"I will first see your provender within you,” said he, disturbance having taken the place of amusement, his
hand came to wipe at the beads of moisture upon my brow. "Y ou ate naught of the kirol last darkness,
and little of it when we arose with the new light. Should you continueto et so poorly your strength will
fall you, and thet likely at the worst of times. One cannot take revenge for insults given if one's strength
drainsaway to naught.”

Hetook my arm then, to lead me to where the provender awaited, and fed upon his own the whilel
attended to mine. | wondered upon the lesson he had spoken of to Chaldrin, the additiona punishment he
had so clearly meant to give me, yet no mention was made of it. With the provender swallowed he took
mein hisarms, waited till | had told him how grestly | desired his use, then gave me that use. So strong
wasthe male, and so filled with pleasure for awarrior, that the words | had spoken were once again
proven sooth. Perhaps Midamight deny him to me, yet |, myself, was able to deny him naught. Hisuse
was thorough yet briefer than usual, and when he withdrew from me he sat beside meto stroke my hair.

"It has come to me that you take care to hold yoursdlf far from me, for you believe your lady goddess will
soon take mefor her own," said he, seeking my gazewherel lay inthegrass. "Only when| amin
possession of you are you no longer able to remain doof and uncaring, for | have then made you mine
despite your doubts and reservations. Is there no manner in which | may assure you that | am not
necessarily meant to be taken, nor that the fancy predestines the deed? | am here and alive and vitd,
Jdlav; even should it betruth that | am to be taken, your coldness will do naught to hdt it. | cravethe
warmth we once had between us, to feed my vitdity; may | not have the pleasure of more of such
memories, to warm me forever in the soul-cold of possible goddess chaining?”

The sobriety in the green gaze brought afilm to mine, and I quickly turned from him and closed my eyes,
the better to bear the deep pain | had been given. So well able was the mae to bind and wound and day
with words, that | wondered at his having attained sword skill aswell. How easily was awarrior brought
low by such other skill, the likes of which even | had never imagined. It was true punishment | now had
from the male, and also was it without doubt Mida-sent.

"Sigurr curse mefor afool!" the mae muttered in sudden anger, quickly pulling me back to hisarms. The
trembling had taken me so thoroughly that | was unable to struggle, unable even to protest the Strength
with which he held me. "Now am | ableto seethetruth,” said he, rocking gently ashe held me, "only
now, after having given you such hurt. Y ou seek to drive dl thought of me from your mind against your
time of loss, for you do indeed fed for mewhat | fed for you. And yet, as Sigurr ismy witness, | cannot
alow that. What if | alow you to put me from your mind and then am left where | have ever been, whole
and unharmed? Y ou will be gone off with another, and | Ieft with naught save the memories | had asked
for. Warmth between us will mean pain and loss for you, lack of warmth will bring the same to me, and
possibly for naught. In Sigurr's name, | know not what to do!"



He released me then and got quickly to hisfeet, gathered up his body cloth and swordbelt, then rode
quickly off, going toward the kand. Ever isit necessary to recall that awegpon is ableto cut both enemy
and friend alike, and therefore must care be taken in its use. The male had forgotten thistruth, therefore
he had drawn blood from his own self, just as he had heretofore drawn the same only room me. | sat
upon the grasswith ahand to my ribs, pleased that the wielder had felt the same edge which so often
tormented only me, less pleased that Mehrayn continued to forget how greet a strength wasin him. It
would be necessary to speak of the matter to Chaldrin, | saw, to learn if there was aught which might be
done to free me from such an embrace.

"The Prince has given himsdlf agreet difficulty to ponder,” came avoice, and amoment later SHeernoh
crouched before me, his odd gaze full upon me. "Much does it seem that aweight has been taken from
you, however, and it pleases me to see your burdens lightened. Have you been given harm through the
Princesdistress?’

His gaze had gone to my hand where it lay against my ribs, therefore was the question not unreasonable.
| withdrew the hand, for there was naught save asmall sorenesswithin, and looked upon the male.

"I thank you for your concern, yet am | unharmed,” said |, attempting to keep the annoyance from my
voice. "It doesindeed ease meto have one less difficulty to ponder, for | truly believethat thet difficulty is
one without an answer, one beyond the power of awar leader to solve. As| am now able to speak with
you, | dso wish to give you my thanksfor your assistance of the last darkness. | didike your amusement
over the doings of Mehrayn, yet are you indisputably due my thanks--despite the fact that you continue
to pry into matters which concern only others. Have you no desire for continued life, that you pressthe
patience of aMidannawar leader so0 closaly and so often?”

The mde blinked at mein seeming surprise, then did he smile with the wry amusement which had come
to him so often of late.

"Y our openness might well be considered childlike, were one to discount the topic spoken upon,” said
he, linking hisfingers before him as he continued in his crouch. "For what reason do you congder
concern from the others permissible, the while from meit is prying? Am | then so much less than they?"

The question was mildly put, no more than curiogity to be heard init, and yet did it seem that there was
something of hurt hovering beneath. For what reason the male would fed hurt | knew not; washe not a
dranger among us?

"The Summaand Hittaare sstersto me, the male Chadrin abrother,” said I, an odd discomfort
beginning to touch me. "Mehrayn and his maes are battle companions, those who have earned aplace a
my back. All of those| ride with are warriors, known and valued for their presence. The male SHeernoh
isunknown."

"Ah, | am the stranger in your midst," said hewith anod of understanding, his smilewarming. "1 have not
stood in battle with you, therefore do | remain an outsider. Y our upbringing among the clans has taught
you suspicion and distrust of the stranger, for he might well be an enemy. A pity you were not raised asa
town girl, who is taught instead to respect and obey aman of mature kaod. And yet even if you had
been, | much doubt you would be as the others about you, well-mannered, shy, and obedient. Thereis
that within you which would disallow such qudities™”

His smile grew to amusement as he sraightened out of his crouch, and it was with that amusement that he
looked down upon me.

"I doubt | shal ever become a battle companion to you, lady war leader," said hewith hisodd smile. "I
shall, however, endeavor to become less of astranger, for it isnot my intention to curb the 'prying’ which



brings you such annoyance. | shdl continue to concern myself with your doings, therefore may you take
sword in hand and strike me down, e se may you resign yoursdlf to the 'prying.' Among my peopleit was
my placeto give what comfort and aid | might to those who had need of them. | have cometoo far dong
the road to change the habits of alifetime.”

"All who take to the road must at sometime cometoitsend,” said | with ashrug, aso rising to my feet.
Much of what the male had said was beyond understanding by me, yet had he made hisintentions clear.
"Should | find the prying of SHeernoh too annoying to bear, | shal assist him to the end of hisroad. Such
adoing iswell within the rights of thiswar leader, you see, for the male SHeernoh isnot of aclan
benesth Jalav's protection. Pay close heed to your steps upon the road, male-should it be your wish to
remain uponit.”

Again did the maelook upon me with blinking surprise, much of hisamusement gone, yet had | no
further time to spend in converse with him. | therefore turned to my breech and weapons and prepared to
Once again resume my journey.

Mehrayn had ridden ahead of our set, yet was histrack clear through the forest and for the most part
unhurried. He undoubtedly sought no more than the solitude | had sought, in which to consder the
difficulty he had given himsdlf. It mattered little what decision the male made, for it continued to escape
him that the final decision lay in hands other than his. The request he had made of me had &t first brought
pain, yet the pain grew lessthe longer | considered it. If Mehrayn were taken, his need would truly be
greater than mine, for agony and forced use would be his sole companions. | well remembered how
greatly | had been aided by sweet memory through the use | had been put to by Sigurr, and clearly saw
that Mehrayn would require the same. It had been foolish to believe that | might put the male from my
mind, for such athing was no longer possible; memory of him would remain with metill my soul spreed
and faded in thefina darkness. The doings of the gray-clad maes, the near marking of my flesh by cause
of their twisted desires, had brought me an unreasoning fear over the anger of the goddess, yet that fear
no longer held to me with the strength it had first had, therefore would struggle and an attempted humility
be doomed to failure before it had truly begun. | must obey Mida, yet would | do so as| had ever done,
acting in the manner | deemed most fit. Were | to be punished for the decision | had made, it would be
clear that Mida no longer wished mefor her chosen.

Though the others rode not far from me, | remained dert and aware of the forests | rode through, deep
thought thistime finding it impossible to take me. It wasfor thisreason that | knew immediately of
Mehrayn's return, and found no startlement when he drew hiskan up beside mine.

"Wench, | have cometo adecision,” said he, histone brisk and decisive, his eyes more upon the forest
we rode through than upon she to whom he spoke. "As | would sooner lose you than bring you pain, |
will no longer pressyou for that which you are reluctant to give. Y ou may withdraw from me asfar as
you are adle, for | shal no longer even take use from you.”

"Indeed,” said | inamurmur, examining our path with fully as much care ashe. "And do you also mean to
return to your own?"

"Would that | were ableto do s0," said he, aweariness behind the words. "Had | not given my vow to
the gods, | would surely relieve you of my presence, yet has my word indeed been given. | must remain
with you, yet shdl | take careto give you aslittle awvareness of my presence aspossible”

"Shall you, indeed,” said | again, thistime turning my head to gaze upon him. "And what shal occur, great
fool of amale, should the war leader Jalav come to the decision that she wishes the near presence of a
fool of amae? Doesthe mae bdieve he will refuse her?”



"You believe | will dlow you to give methe warmth | mindiesdy asked for despite the pain it bringsyou?'
he said with asound of disdain, o turning his head so that he might meet my gaze. "'l will not permit you
to do such athing, Jdav, and it is my word which must be obeyed.”

"Only inyour servicemust | obey you," said I. "Asthereisto be no further service, there shal also beno
obedience.”

"Y ou stubborn she-lengal" growled Mehrayn, anger in histone. "Never isthere obedience from you, no
matter the point, no matter the desires of others! Upon this point, however, there shal be obedience, for
| am determined that it will be so! Do not protest, for | will hear none of it! | will smply be obeyed!”

His anger then put hedsto hiskan, taking him and his mount once again from our set. | watched till his
dtiffened shoulders disgppeared from view, the greens and browns dl about enfolding him quickly, then
shook my head with agood deal of annoyance. It was said that fools are oft-times protected by the
gods, therefore was Mehrayn's continued surviva in some manner explained. Asamae, Mehrayn did
wel in upholding the sandards of them dl.

Our ride through the balance of the fey was uneventful, and when we reached an adequate place to camp
for the darkness, we discovered that Mehrayn had halted there first. There was no stream nor pond in
which to bathe, no more than anarrow rill from which to drink, and when llvin, Wedin, Dotil and | again
began upon our lessons, we regretted the lack. We did again aswe had done earlier in thefey, hating
only when our nilno was nearly done. We who were Midannamight well have fed upon the nilno asit
then was, yet was SHeernoh firmin his decision that the provender would not be given ustill it had
received his approva, therefore did we wait with the others for the cuts to be properly roasted. Wedin
and Doatil were amused at SHeernoh'singstence, and Ilvin was uncaring; though I, mysdlf, felt somefaint
annoyance, the matter was scarcely of great enough import to remark upon. There were other thingsto
concern me then, one of which sat in solitary thought upon his cloth-covered fur, some distance about the
fire from the bal ance of our st.

"Rarely have | seen aman who gppeared so determined and at the same time <o filled with misery,” said
Chaldrin as he took a place beside mein the grass, hisvoice low, his eyes upon Mehrayn. "Have you
been speaking further truthsto him, wench, or has he found truths of hisown?"

"Heistaken by what he believesto be hiswill," said |, moving my eyesfrom thefool of amde. "It yet
remainsto be seen for how long he consdersit such. Which brings to mind, brother, aquestion | would
ask: isthere amanner one might use to escape from the clasp of armstoo vigoroudy held to one? Well
might such athing be of useto awarrior, for males are ever of amind to abuse their greater strength.”

"Indeed isthere amethod of rdief for such athing,” said Chadrin, faint amusement showing in the dark of
hiseyes. "There are, in fact, anumber of such methods, some more ruinous than others. Do you
anticipate the need of them in the near future?’

His glance returned briefly to Mehrayn as his amusement increased, and thistime did it seem that the
humor was at the expense of one other than .

"Thefool believeshewill keep himsdf from me," said I, choosing not to add my glanceto Chadrin's.
"Does he bdieve himsdf different from other males, that he spouts such foolishness? All maeswho look
upon Jalav desire her, and in that Mehrayn has been so different from his brothers; given the opportunity
to use Jalav he will do so, no matter the words he spoke, no matter his attempt to keep to hisresolve. He
ismae, and will quickly cometo recal naught else.”

"You aremogt likely correct, wench,” said Chadrin, hisamusement having turned inward, hisdark eyes
full upon me. "I, myself, found it impossible to refuse you, and that in the face of athreat to my very life.



How, then, might aman refuse you who fedsfor you what the Sword does?"

The words of Chaldrin were as hiswords ever were, calm and rumbling and spoken without deep
inflection, yet was | taken by the fancy that his meaning was other than that given by those words. There
was no time to pursue the thought, however, for Chaldrin then began to speak upon the matter of freeing
onesdlf from agrip of strength. If one's hands and arms were freg, it was possible to do many things, we
weretold. A sharp blow to the nose or throat, athumb in an eye, two thumbs benegath the jawbone, a
fingernail in an earlobe; these were methods which required little or no skill, yet which were extremely
effective. Other methods would become available when our skill had grown, said Chadrin, yet for now
those others should prove sufficient. Were our ams held aswell as ourselves, wewerethen told, it
would be necessary to kick or butt with our heads, for the skill necessary to break free from such
confinement with the use of arams was greater than that which would be oursfor sometime. Hittaand
Summalistened asdid I, dl nodding with understanding, al clearly fedling the impatience to continue
which gripped me. Demanding, indeed, was the lure of the battle method shown us by Chaldrin, and
deeply did we yearn to continue with it.

Our provender was at last alowed us by SHeernoh, therefore did we seeto it in becoming silence. The
nilno flesh wastruly swest, aided by the fire rather than ruined by it, athing decreed by al who tasted of
it. Truly pleased did SHeernoh seem, he who had labored to bring us satisfaction, most especiadly when |
added my voice to those of the others. | knew not the reason my approval brought him such pleasure,
save perhaps that he understood at last that proper service alone would bring him such approval. Should
such have been the truth, | might at |ast be freed from the annoyance | ever felt in his presence.

Our fire had taken on greater and greater brilliance as the darkness deepened, and soon were we
surrounded by naught save the sounds of the forest, calming hums and far-off snarls. Chaldrin and the
two Sigurri spoke quietly with 1lvin, Datil, and Wedin, sharing the various watches up among themsalves,
SHeernoh stting with them and merely listening. Mehrayn continued to keep to himsdf adistance from
the balance of us, hisnilno, like ours, dready fed upon, hislarge body now stretched at ease upon his
right Sde, hisgazelost to the leaping fire. | irred where | sat then rose to my feet, feding the beginnings
of desire touch me. | would give Mehrayn the pleasure he would keep in memory, and then | would seek
the healing depths of deep, to rid mysdlf of as much of the same memory as possible. Too many werethe
memories | had to berid of them al, yet to dwell upon any of them would beidle; Jaav was denied
males of her own by Mida, and there was naught which might be donefor it.

Mehrayn kept his gaze with the fire when | halted before him, seemingly taking no note of my presence.
His swordbelt lay upon the ground beside him, within easy reach of his hand, and when | took mine and
laidit by his, hiseyesat |ast came up to my face.

"Y ou seem to be of the belief that no fey must pass without at |east one disobedience,” said he, looking
blankly upon me. "Are you not able to understand that | will not use you-"

"Y ou seek to make me believe you have no desirefor me?' | asked, smiling faintly as| put my dagger
with my swordbelt, then knelt down before him upon the edge of hispdlt. "All maesfed desrefor Jdav,
al maes use her when they may, and Mehrayn is very much mae. Open your aramsto me, male, for my
desirefor you will quickly warm al reluctance and foolishness from your body and will . . .. "

| had put my hand out to stroke the broad strength of hisarm, yet the caress and my words were ended
together when Mehrayn's hands flashed to my arms and pulled me down past him, onto the pelt behind
where he lay. He twisted about to knedl across me as his hands captured my wrists and held them above
my head, and surely did | believe that hisfoolishnesswas donetill | saw thefire-brightened anger upon
him.



"Once again are you completely mistaken, wench," he growled, his hands and thighs holding me il
without giving me pain, hiseyes near to burning. "I have said naught about feding no desire for you, for
words such as those would be lies. Upon the moment do | feel more desire for you than ever, yet do |
refuse to use you. Take yourself from me now and do not return, else shal it be a switch rather than a
rod which you find. Inthis| will not be disobeyed.”

The maethen rose to hisfeet and pulled me to mine, bent to take up my swordbelt and dagger and thrust
them a me, then sent me stumbling from him with awide hand in my back which propelled me from the
vicinity of hisfur. Shocked lack of understanding continued my steps away, yet did | turn and look at him
as | backed. No longer did his gaze follow me, for he had returned to his place upon his cloth-covered
fur, leaning down upon one ebow, his eyes again with thefire.

"Take care tha you do not ssumble, wench,” came the soft voice of Chaldrin from behind me, hisbulk
halting my backward progress. "One must look upon one's path, elseisthat one likely to become logt."”

| turned to look upon Chaldrin with dl of the confusion which spun my head about, clutching my
weapons to me as though there were one nearby who would take them from me, finding no wordsto
expresswhat | felt. In no manner would understanding come to me of that which had occurred, that
which was so far beyond reason.

"Y ou gppeared |ess disturbed when il in the capture of the followers of the Oneness”" said Chaldrin, his
tone and eyes gentle as he looked down upon me. *Come to my fur, wench, and perhaps | may assst
you."

Had his hand not cometo my arm, | might well have remained where | stood for all of the darkness. The
doings of males most often lack reason, yet never had | seen adoing quite so lacking in reason as
Mehrayn's. The Summaand Sigurri sat gpart from the place where Chadrin's pelt lay, SHeernoh saw to
the balance of the unfed-upon nilno, and 1lvin assisted him. None save Chaldrin and | sat upon his pelt,
then, and when his hands came to ease my weapons from my grasp, | turned my eyesto hisface.

"It isanillnesswhich has suddenly touched himisit not?" | asked, dlowing the swordbelt and dagger to
be taken as the thought came from the swirling of my mind. It was surely the explanation | had not been
earlier ableto see, yet Chaldrin smiled somewhat and shook his head as he put my weapons aside.

"Thereisnoillness, wench," said he, hisvoice as cam and gentle asit had been. "Mehraynisashde as
ever, perhaps even more so. Have you never before been refused by aman?”

"Never," said |, shaking my head in an attempt to free mysdlf from the confusion which strove to grow
even stronger. "Among the Midanna, no male would begin to consider refusing awarrior, not to speak of
awar leader. And when once | began to move through the lands of maes, much did it seem that al about
me strove for my capture and use or, if capture were impossible, then merely the use. All know maeswill
ever take the use of what femalesthey may, as often asthey may, as often asthey are able. All maes
have ever done me so, al males! For what reason would Mehrayn not do the same? |'s he no longer
able?'

"No, no, wench, you continue to misunderstand,” said Chadrin, his hand coming to smooth my hair.

"Y ou must not fed that harm hastouched him, for it has not. It has Smply cometo him that further use of
you by himwill bring you pain, and the Sword has no wish to bring you pain; sooner will he keegp himsdlf
fromyou."

"Y et what of the memories hewill require?" | asked, too deeply upset to put credence in the words
Chaldrin spoke. No male would deny himself merely to keep pain from awarrior, for most often it was
they themsdlves, who brought the pain. "When heliesin Mida's chains, agony and hopel essness dl



through him, he will have naught of memoriesto warm away the pain! He will have need of those
memories, Chadrin, as| had need of them! How may | dlow him to refuse me?"

"Jdlav, wench, you may do no other thing," said he, pulling meto his chest in an attempt to calm my
agitation. "The Sword denies you in order to keep harm from you. Y ou attempt to refute your earlier
denia to keep harm from him. Sigurr! How have the two of you become so ensnared by such outrageous
circumstances?”’

"By trafficking with thegodd" | snarled, pushing away from Chaldrin as the true meaning of what had
occurred abruptly came to me. Just S0 easily was the goddess able to take the male from me, and yet not
takehim at dl. Thefool of amae did her bidding as though he were sworn to her service, dl thewhile
unknowing! No other than amaewould seetherefusal of awar leader'swilling use as ajudtifiable thing,
anoblething! Again | wasto be denied, and again by the hand of Mida-and Mehrayn was to be without
the warmth of memories.

"Take another tone when you speak of the gods, wench,” said Chaldrin, agrowl having entered hisvoice
as hiseyes narrowed. "Have you not had enough pain through disrespect? Will you court disaster through
alack of common sense?'

"Disaster need not be courted,” | grated, risng to my feet to look down at himin the glow of thefire. "It
comes whenever it wills, just as anger and fury-and awareness of aneed to be revenged. There are some
few about who have not learned to be wary of the vengeance of a Midanna, yet are those few destined
to be wary of the vengeance of aMidanna, yet are those few destined to somefey learn of it, to their
sorrow. | shall not speak upon this matter further, nor shal | speak of it again; merely shal | dlow it to
be"

| took up my wesgpons and walked from the staring, frowning male, seeking and finding a place upon the
ground to take my solitary rest. To give challenge to the gods was the act of afoal, yet | no longer had
patience for the doings of reason.

Even the gods might toy with aMidannawar leader only so long before that which made her awar
leader demanded a halt to the constant humiliation. Pain had | been given, even unto agony, yet pain from
then on would be reckoned as part of vengeance due, the greater the pain, the more to be returned in
revenge. | lay down upon the ground, stretched at full length, my hand not far from my sword hilt, my
dagger returned to my leg bands. | would not consider vengeance again till after the strangers had been
seen to-save were | forced to it by further toying. Should the concern of the gods over the strangers be
great enough, they would leave me betill | had seen to my tasks; should their concern be less, my life
would be quickly taken. | looked upon the warm, dark sky above me, seeing only asmall part circle of
Mida's Realm shining there, then closed my eyes, caring little which the gods chose.

CH 7. A task continues--and the white lend

My awakening with the new light seemed to indicate that | wasto be alowed to continue with my tasks
without further foolishness, therefore did | begin to do so. The nilno we had might be fed upon aswe
rode and so did | see it done despite the protests of the males. No time was there to work further at
Chaldrin's battle methods, yet the impatience which held me so strongly in some smdll way assuaged my
regret over theloss. Theimpatience | now saw for what it was---an impatience to be done with the tasks
of the gods-and no longer attempted to push it from me. It was necessary that | clearly recall what | was
about, and thiswould be seen to through that impatience.

Again the fey was warm as we rode benegth the close green and brown of the forest, and therefore was
it necessary to keep from over-tiring our mounts despite my impatience. | rode somewhat ahead of our



s, keeping acam eye upon where| rode, and after perhaps two hind of traveling Chaldrin brought his
kan up beside mine. Herode in silence for anumber of reckid, also considering the forests, and then
were hiseyes of asudden upon me.

"| am ableto think of no other manner inwhich to ask this, girl," said he, hisrumblefilled with lessthanits
usual calm. "Wewould al of usknow what vengeance you mean to take, and aso when."

"The matter scarcely concerns you, brother,” | replied, keeping my eyesfrom him as| looked about. "I
will require no sword other than my own when the proper time has come, therefore will you and the
others be free to go about your own concerns. "

"l and the others," he echoed. "'l and all the others, even Mehrayn?”

"As heis numbered among the others, aye, even Mehrayn," said |, turning my frown upon Chadrin to see
the surprisein the dark of hiseyes. "What alsyou, male, that you come to me with such foolishness?!

"Foolishness?" he repeated, indignantly. ™Y ou speak of vengeance you mean to take after having been
refused by Mehrayn, and we are not to believe you mean the Sword? How might we believe otherwise?
And for what reason do you not hold him culpable? It was he who refused you, wasiit not?"

Only by the doings of another, | thought, looking upon the confused vexation of the male besde me. He
attempted to take up hisusua cam to soothe the roiling within him, yet the effort proved usdless.

"The mdeisfree, and wastherefore within hisrightsto refuse me,” | informed Chadrin, the cam that was
usualy his now mineinstead. "Asfor what vengeance | mean to take, that isamatter | have no wish to
discuss. | wastold, was | not, that | had only to say | had no wish to discuss athing, and | would not be
pressed?’

"Yes, | pokethosewords," said he, "and yet-" His speech ended and his face worked in agitation.
Annoyance touched him then, one mixed with deep frustration, and then his head nodded curtly. "Very
well," said he, giving ground with little grace. " As you have no wish to be questioned, | shall not press
you. Do you aso have no desire to be questioned upon the life sign which now hangs about your throat?
| had thought its presence disturbed you?"

"I have cometo fed otherwise," | replied with ashrug, turning my face from him as my hand roseto
touch the crystd hadat. "Also do | fed that the time has cometo turn from dl dalyingswith maes. My
next task isnot so far before me that | may continue to befog my mind with foolishness. Should | fail to
aurvive, there are otherswho will fal with me.”

"Y ou bar the door upon your side after another hasfoolishly closed it in your face," said Chaldrin, his
voice again cam, his hand suddenly and gently upon my shoulder. "Isthiswhat you truly wish, wench?
No avenue left open for apology and forgiveness, for redization of the truth and patience rewarded? All
men are a onetime or another foolish, yet Sigurr has blessed them by giving to wenches the capacity for
great patience and deep understanding. Will you take a man's blessing from him?"

"Free males, like free warriors, may do and say asthey please, freely speaking to the gods of their
intentions," said |, feding no distress a Chaldrin's male foolishness. "Warriors have learned to accept the
consequences of such doings, no matter how distasteful those consequences come to be. Maeswould
bewiseto learn to do aswarriors.”

With afina glanceat Chadrin | kicked my mount into faster motion, ending the discussion and leaving
the maeto his agitation. Ever do males behave s0, swearing to do athing, learning to regret the vow,
then seeking about to be freed of it by the efforts of another. As Mida so valued the possession of such



mal es she was welcome to them; Jalav would seek out none of them, and would thereby cometo her
vengeance with unburdened soul.

A brief halt saw to our new battle practice and mid-fey med, then did we continue on. Darkness found
us dready encamped, our practice done and our mea aswell. Mehrayn continued to remain gpart from
those he rode with, yet had he sent Chaldrin with his cloth-covered lenga pdlt, saying it had disturbed him
that | had taken my rest the darkness previous upon bare ground. As| chose no other to deep beside,
the pelt was sent to assure my comfort through the darkness. Though Chaldrin seemed pleased with the
attempted gift, | was not; no other than males require protection from Mida's sweet ground, and Jalav
was no male. | waved away the pelt with impatience and went to fetch the pipe | had begun, and worked
uponit till 1 felt the need for deep. Neither Mehrayn nor Chadrin made comment upon my return of the
pelt, yet did both appear filled with agreat ded of annoyance.

Two further feyd fled past in travel, and with the arriva of the third darkness came the completion of the
pipe | fashioned, the pipe which would alow meto return to the White Land. With roast Idllin and fellin
tubersfilling meto satisfaction, | took both pipe and sack and sat mysdlf beside Chaldrin, feding the
pleasure of anticipation.

"Y ou must know what | do, so that none attempt improper interference,” said | to the male who frowned
upon that which | held. "With the aid of the contents of this sack, my spirit shall journey to afar land, a
land from which | have heretofore been barred, save for my initia journey there. | know not how long |
shdl journey, yet are you forbidden to attempt drawing me back against my will. Thereismuch to be
seen inthe White Land, and | shdl not return till | have looked my fill."

Chddrin, sill frowning, parted hislipsto speak, but another spoke before him.

"Surely, lady, you have been taught that so prolonged astay isimpossible,” said SHeernoh, hating
before me with some of what remained of theléllinin hishands. "One of skill may see much in the short
time oneis alotted upon the Snows, yet not so anovice. The time which seemslike reckid thereishind
here, and to spend hind there isto alow one's untenanted flesh here to die from lack of attention. Best
you remain no more than the alotted time and then return, for many here would mourn your loss. Those
of uswho walk the Snows didike such restrictions, yet how may mortas disobey the will of the gods?'

His haf-shadowed smile was cordia as he turned from me, to return to packing the ldlin for the new
fey'sjourney. | stared slently for along moment, just as Chaldrin did, both of uslooking upon the mae
who prepared our provender without complaint. Little had | thought upon the male SHeernoh save for
the annoyance he had brought, yet was it now necessary that | consider him more closdly. Spesking his
name turned him to me and a gesture brought him to crouch where he had previoudy stood, hissmile as
cordid asit had been despite the questioning iniit.

"So you are aPathfinder," said | to this male who regarded me with amused, dark eyes. "'l wonder that
you did not spesk of this sooner.”

"To what purpose?' he asked, spreading his hands as his amusement turned wry. "My store of grainsto
bring the Clouds of Seeing was long since exhausted when we met, for | have been quite some time from
my people. And among them | am called aWalker, one who prowlsthe Snows. Thisiswhat you term
'Pathfinder," isit not? Are you a Pathfinder to your wenches aswell astheir war leader?”

"No," | replied, unsure why | continued to mistrust the male. "My warriors have no Pathfinders among
them, for | am the first to have visited the White Land. In what manner does one know when her dlotted
time upon the Snows has el gpsed? Mida's light does not gppear in the skiesthere so that it may be
tracked."



"Indeed isthere naught save the eternd gray and white," said SHeernoh, his gaze now growing
thoughtful. "The awareness of the passage of time upon the Snowsis an inner thing, taught aWalker by
the Walkers who have been themselves taught in such amanner. Have none made the effort to train you
to Hf-aufficiency?'

"I have met no others than maleswho are able to walk the White Land,” said |, seeing no more than true
concern in the eyes of SHeernoh. "Maes have refused the White Land to Jdav, for malesfear that she
will conquer it sooner than they. Does the male SHeernoh fear the same?’

He seemed dartled, then amused. "Y ou mistake the Situation, wench,” said he, clasping his hands before
hislean body. "All who walk the Snows, man and wench dike, arein their turn conquered by them, not
the other way about. The Snows show the events which lay before us, the triumphs and defests, the
sadness and joys, which we will encounter, even unto our deeths. That which will be cannot be
conquered.”

"Should | find victory awaiting me, | will not seek to conquer,” said |, growing even more eager to begin
my search. "Thisand no more will Javagive her word upon, for defegt is not acceptable. Will you teach
me the manner of waking the White Land, or am | to seek the knowledge alone?"

"War leader, you have my utmost admiration,” said this SHeernoh with much of achuckleto indicate his
increased amusement. "Wereit possible to conquer the Snows, | have no doubt that the victory would be
yours. | will be honored to share my modest knowledge with you as quickly as| have completed my
tasks, which will take no longer than the time required to fill and light your pipe."

The ma e then stood straight and returned to the fire, clearly moving with purpose. | lifted the sack and
pipe, prepared to begin as soon as might be, fedling the eagerness put asmall trembling in my hands, and
Chaldrin stirred where he sat.

"Y ou mean to go to a place of great danger with none save that weaponless man to stand beside you?"
he asked, his voice showing his disturbance and aso his scorn for the stranger SHeernoh. Y ou have
accepted my presencetill now, wench; am | now to be left behind?’

"Should you find yourself able to accompany me, you may do s0," said | in return, sending him no more
than aglance as| carefully filled my pipe within the sack. "Have you ever been in the midst of the Clouds
of Seeing?"

"Aye, | haveindeed," said Chadrin, and truly had his cam soured. "For me, asfor al who are not
Pethfinders, they are the Clouds of Blindness. | fail to seein what manner duty draws you in such an odd
direction, girl. What will occur should you fail to return?”

"I will not fail to return,” I murmured, paying more mind to filling my pipe without loss of the coarse grains
than to giving heed to male fretting. "Once before did | walk the Snows, and returned just as | departed.
Chadrin merdy didikes being unable to accompany me."

"Indeed do | didike the need to remain behind," said hein agrowl, hisfrown clear as| redlized that | had
no flame maker. It would be necessary to borrow from our cooking fire, | saw, yet before | might riseto
my feet, SHeernoh turned from the fire and began to approach me, atwig dight in hishand. Again
Chaldrin growled, thistime wordlesdy, his eyes upon the male who approached.

""Should you return done from your journey,” said he to SHeernoh as| took the twig carefully handed
me, "do not consider your life, at least, as having been preserved. Either both live or neither will continue,
for thisyou have my word."



"How might | have expected less?' asked SHeernoh, seeming amused as he sat beside me, away from
Chaldrin. "Have no fear that | will leave the war leader behind upon the Snows. Do we not both return, it
will be neither."

"Best you keep that firmly in mind," returned Chaldrin, not to be soothed by merewords. | puffed upon
the pipe, bringing the grains dight, alowing the samd| flame upon the twig to die, feding the odd bite
which touched my tongue. Twicedid | draw upon the smoke before passing the pipe to SHeernoh, and
just then did Mehrayn appear to block the glow from thefire.

"What occurs here?' said he, looking narrow-eyed upon pipe and male, one of whom now took deep,
pleasurable breaths of smoke from the other. " For what reason do you appear so disturbed, Chaldrin?’

"Our wench goesto walk the Snows with SHeernoh," said Chadrin, the disapproval strong in hisvoice.
"l have attempted to reason with her, yet to no avail.”

"Ever doesaman find difficulty in reasoning with awench, for thereis no reason within one," said
Mehrayn, his growl much like Chaldrin's. "Asthereis no conceivable need for her to risk the Snows, she
will remain behind. Do you hear, wench?Y ou are bound to obey me, and | forbid your walking of the
Snhows."

Indeed was | ableto hear the male, yet only at a seemingly great distance. His form was dark, aswas
Chaldrin'sand those of the others who now crowded about, all save SHeernoh and mysdlf. Heand |
seemed nigh to glowing with the Clouds of Seeing which filled and surrounded us, his movements as dow
and deliberate as mine. Soft gray began to rise up higher dl about us, gathering in SHeernoh and mysdlf,
yet did | bresthe in afind breath of smoke and amile.

"ThemaeMehraynisfreeto do ashewills-asisthe war leader Jdav,” said |, the words coming forth as
soft and breathy asthe growing gray. " Should Mehrayn didike the doings of Jalav, he may speak his
displeasure to the gods; they, perhaps, will find interest in such foolishness. Jalav does not.”

Words of greater anger came from Mehrayn, yet were they so far distant that naught intelligible was able
to reach me. The strength had gone so swiftly from my body that | lay back in the grass asthough
mortally wounded, SHeernoh beside me, we both unmoving in the growing gray. Deeper and deeper did
the foggy mist take us, and then was | surrounded by white, once again upon my feet, yet bereft of all
coverings and wegpons. Naught was | ableto seein the migt, yet was | in some manner aware of a
presence close besde me. | looked al about, continuing to see naught, and then was my head filled with
the strange, voi celess speech of the White Land.

"L et us move forward, war leader, to where your ingtruction may begin,” said SHeernoh, for it was his
voiceless voice which cameto me. "Do you mean to seek out whatever you may, or have you specific
events you wish to sudy?'

"I would see the battle with the strangers,” said I, mouthing no words, yet somehow replying to the query
put to me. The effort wasfilled with greater discomfort than previous, and briefly did | wonder if my
intent had reached my unseen companion.

"Then let us search among the paths,” came the reply, soothing my wondering and reawakening my
eagerness. Alonein thewhite mist | paced dowly forward with the difficulty of motion | had experienced
before, asthough | moved through thick, clinging mud, seeking the end of the mist, and then, as before,
abruptly stood upon avast white plain with many tracks proceeding in many directions. Movement to my
left brought me sight of SHeernoh, who stood asbare as|.

"Where now we stand is near to the present, therefore are there fewer branchings,” came the voice of my



companion, warmed by his gentle amusement. "Behind usiswhat has dready been, therefore isthere but
asingle path. The branchings ahead at times converge to meet at asingle place aswell, showing that
some happenings are not to be avoided no matter the effort, yet isthere choicein the greatest portion of
that-which-will-come-to-be. Save for those few events which are set by doings of the past, the
happenings of the feyd to come are determined by that which goesjust beforeit.”

| turned dowly to look back at the mist from which | had come, and saw with great surprise that no mist
hung behind me. Instead was there avast, unending white plain, so wide and far that much did it seem to
continue on forever, asingle, much-twigting path which emerged from the end of forever and continued to
the place where we stood, then ran beyond. Just behind, though the path was as dark and sure as that
which preceded it, faint, dowly fading branchings might still be seen where they had grown from the path
to end in abrupt termination.

"Seethere" said SHeernoh, clearly indicating one branching in amanner which left no doubt, despite the
lack of gesture or near gpproach. " See you the traces remaining of what-might-have-been? So gresat was
its possibility of attaining redlity that it continuesto cling to visibility even after its defeat and bypassing. It
isgone now to that nether realm of shall-never-be, yet will it fade only dowly to complete extinction.”

"l am able to see no movement, aso isthe scene difficult to make out,” said I, forcing my step nearer to
the indicated branching. No mark did my step leave to show my presence in that land, and that, like the
slent gpeaking, was somehow unsurprising. " Somewhat am | drawn toward that unfulfilled doing, though
| know not why."

"Thewhy of itiseasly explained,” said SHeernoh from his placeto my left, his mind-voice containing a
good ded less amusement. "The event is one you were deeply embroiled in, which may be seen by the
figuresfrozen in thelast of their movements. See you the hadat, clearly femae, and the three male sednet
shapes surrounding her? Had they not been hated, the three would have ended the hadat amid much
pain, and clearly was such hating no more than the faintest of possihilities. It gives me great pleasure, in
thisinstance, to seethe faintest become the strongest.”

The grimnessin his slent voice brought a great disturbance to me, for he spoke of the time of my recent
capture by those who had been followers of the Oneness. How close | had been to an end | had not
known, yet had another known and had taken stepsto have it otherwise. Much did | wish to wrap my
arms about myself as| stared down upon the frozen, fading figures, yet | did not; that which is past and
doneisgone, and that warrior who concerns hersalf with might-have-been isafool. What-will-beis ever
more to the point, for one who meansto see her will done.

"Thereislittletimeleft for ushere,” said SHeernoh from where he had not stirred, calling me back from a
contemplation of the obvious. "Shal we search for that which you wish to see?”

"Indeed," said I, dowly turning from the dead branching toward the male, again feding eagernessflare
within me. Even were | able to see no more than the forces which would be arrayed against me, victory
would surely be mine. | raised my head to ook beyond SHeernoh-and frowned at the thick,
impenetrable mist which rolled toward us from the direction of that which would be. The male, too,
frowned, then uttered asillent exclamation of surprise.

"'From whence comesthat mist?" he asked, turning all about to seek out the edges of that which rolled
toward us. "Were you able to see from when it arose?"

"l saw naught saveits arupt presence,” said |, taking astep toward that which rolled sllently at us. "May
we not make our way through it to see that which | must see?"

"It is-abarrier,” said SHeernoh, backing a step from the approaching mist. " Should we attempt to enter



it, it will immediately return us from whence we came. Such abarrier risesonly rarely, and never havel
seen one before, no more than heard of it from those who Walked before me. We are not to be dlowed
longer upon the Snowsthisfey."

"And yet we may return?’ | demanded, feding eagernessturn to frustrated anger. "We may not remain
longer thisfey, and yet we may return?’

"So hasit ever been," said he, looking upon me with disturbance in the dark of hiseyes. ™Y ou fed great
disappointment, | know, yet will there be other times. | would now teach you to know when you must
return, and the manner of returning itsdf. Step away from the mist with me, so that we shdl not be

g ected from here before the lesson might be taught. "

With gresat reluctance | made mysdlf follow the mae who accompanied me, both of us avoiding the track
of that-which-had-been. When SHeernoh halted | did the same, and then did silent words reach me

agan.

"Fed within yoursdlf for asense of well-being or lack thereof," said he, hiseyesfull upon me. "Do not
anticipate which you will fed, merely dlow thefedling to reach your awareness.”

The words made little sense, yet did | attempt to do as he had said. It came to me that there was naught
of bodily feding about me as| was, and then did | become aware of asense of distress, faint at thetime,
yet growing stronger with the passing of each racing moment. A pressure of sortsdid it seem, drawing
mein adirection | could not envision. This| spoke of to the male, and he nodded with pleased
satisfaction.

"Y our deserted body sends you thefeding of distress," said he, "telling you of it, need for your return.

Y ou must dways be aware of the Sze of that digtress; for it isthat which will tell you when you must
return. In order to do so, you have only to close your eyes and alow your spirit to be drawn back. Y ou
need not be aware of the direction in which you move. Merely close your eyes and alow yoursdlf to be
drawn back."

Again | had no true understanding of that which he spoke, yet did | close my eyes and attempt again to
learn. The pressure | had felt grew greater and greater, pulling and pushing and clinging and thrusting al a
the same moment, ringing me more and more closdly, pushing and pulling the breath from me-and then
was | aware of thetickling of grass, and the firmness of Mida's ground, and the lingering scent of roast
Idlin, and the cooling of asmall breeze in the sultry heat of darkness. My limbs and body wereheldina
familiar lethargy, yet was| able to force my lids open to the sight of many shadows hovering close.

"Thanksbeto Sigurr!" camethe voice of Mehrayn, strain underlying its usua strength. " She has returned
a last and livesagan!"

"And now does SHeernoh return,” said Chaldrin as hands lifted me from the grassto lean upon ahard,
broad body. "Clearly did herecall my words and alow the wench to return first."

"I-had no need-of your words," said SHeernoh with some difficulty, his strength undoubtedly returning as
dowly asmine. "I would not--have returned-without one who-could not return--alone. She--is now
able-to return done.”

"Then you have taught her the skill she requiresto find safety in great danger,” said Chadrin, the growl
gone. "For that you have my thanks, man, and my respect aswell. Should you ever require athing done,
you have only to spesk of it."

"And|," said Mehrayn, he who now held meto him with such strength. "Again are my thanksyours,



SHeernoh, and more than my thanks. My debt to you isvery great, and happily shall | somefey pay it."

"Thereisno need to speak of repayment,” said SHeernoh, now sitting upon the grass with the aid of
Datil and Wedin, right hand rubbing left shoulder. "1 have cometo fed agreat ded of fondnessand
respect for the war leader, and would have done as| did in any event. Should you wish to consider
repayment, be assured that it is dready mine from the sight of you beside her once again. A man should
not keep himself from the woman who ishislife.”

"Indeed isthiswoman my life" said Mehrayn, hisarms again tightening about me. " Though rationd
thought isimpossible when | am beside her, lifeitsdlf isimpossble when | am not. | have returned to the
place| belong, and shdl not leave it again. Do you hear my words, wench?'

The smel of him cameto me clearly therein the dark of the forests, and the warmth and strength of his
body and armsaswell. | stirred somewhat against the manner in which | was held, and when the
movement caused those armsto release me, | sat straight in the grass-and aone.

"Indeed do | hear the words of the male Mehrayn,” said |, pleased that the presence of my lifesign
alowed meto fed naught save afaint annoyance. "Again he seeks the notice of awar leader of Midanna,
yet does that war leader now have matters of true import to concern her. Go seek another to serve,
male, for this Midannawishes naught of you."

"You arejudtified in feding anger toward me," said Mehrayn with much of asigh, hisface wincing yet
from the coldness of my words. "I would not deny you justified anger, yet would | have you recdl that |
acted from awish to keep pain from touching you. Am | to be condemned, then, for feding too great a
lovefor shewho ismy chosen?'

Steadily did hislight eyeslook upon me, areflection of our fire shining brightly therein, and clearly did the
male mean to bind me with hiswords. Had my life sign not been upon meit might perhaps have been so,
yet my life Sgn wasindeed upon me. For abrief moment | returned his gaze as steadily asit was given,
andthendid | riseto my feet.

"The mae Mehraynisfreeto do ashewishes," said |, looking down upon the surprise which took him.
"Jdlav, too, isfree, and in no manner does she wish the service of amalewho isfilled so full of the
foolishnesswhich touches al males. Do not come again to me, mae, save that you come with weapon in
hand. This oneis chosen to no other than the gods.”

| turned to walk from him then, needing the movement to take the last of the stiffnessfrom me, yet he
rose quickly to hisfeet and halted me with a hand upon my shoulder.

"That you refuse to hear meis not unexpected,” said he, no more than steadiness to be heard in histone.
"Y ou seem to forget, however, that the service of their chosen was given me by the gods. Come with me
to my fur, wench, and | will warm al anger and thoughts of hurt from you.

"The male Mehrayn may seek service from those who granted it!" | snarled, turning and knocking his
hand from my shoulder with amovement taught me by Chaldrin. " Should you wish to see the blood flow
all about, mae, approach me again with words such asthose! And awar leader of Midannawill not take
the possession of another till battle has been joined-and survived! We Midanna are not to be likened to
maled"

"Battle?' He frowned, immediatdly distracted from the anger he showed at the manner inwhich | had
freed mysdlf. "What battle do you speak of, wench, and who isto be fought over? And what have | told
you upon the matter of disobedience to the gods?



"The battle | spesk of concerns none save thisMidanna," said |, looking up at the male with little
gpprova. "What mae | keep to please me will be my decision entirdly, else shdl | have no need of the
decison. I will not have any other seek to limit me, and this point will be decided by swords. Y ou,
however, need not be overly concerned with the outcome of the battle. Even should | win theright to put
hand to you again, it isscarcdly likely that | shdl do so. Maesfind serious decison difficult, | know, yet
even achild isableto know her own truewill. Asfor disobedience to the gods, mortal maleswould do
well to dlow those above to voice their own insult--else might their anger fal instead upon he who
presumes to spesk for them."

Naught save deep confusion and consternation was to be seen upon the face of the male, therefore did |
turn from him again and thistime wak where | willed. All about the camp did | go, loosening the cramp
and ache from my body, seeing the manner in which warriors and males spoke agitatedly among
themsalves, Mehrayn more agitated then the rest, and yet aso more silent. Although Wedin and
SHeernoh seemed prepared to come forth to speak with me, Chadrin disallowed such adoing with a
rumble they wisdly chose not to ignore. My mind was much with that which | would learn from the White
Land when | returned there, and | would not treat gently with any who interrupted those thoughts.
Around and around the camp | went, deep in thought, and when the thoughts left me at ladt, | reclaimed
my wespons, found a place about thefire, and dept.

CH 8. Denial-and an oath to follow

"I smply do not understand,” said SHeernoh, looking upon the pipe he held, seeing it clearly in the glow
of our fire. "Never before has such athing been.”

"| take it from that that you are still unable to reach the Snows," said Mehrayn from where he crouched
beside the other mae. "Are you able to know the reason your spirit and the wench's are unable to attain
release from your bodies?’

"Attaining the release of our spiritsis not the difficulty,” said SHeernoh, his voice earnest as he looked
upon Mehrayn. "The Clouds of Seeing take us up as quickly as ever-yet are we immediately hurled back
to our bodies at the touch of the mist which covers the Snows. We may approach the Snows, yet we
may not walk them.”

"Nor may we look upon that-which-is-coming-to-be," said | with al the bilewhich filled me, pulling
angrily at the grass upon which | sat. "Threetimeswe have tried, and gtill the numbers and disposition of
our enemy remains unknown!"

"War leader, our being barred from the Snows may not be the loss you think it,” said SHeernoh, his
earnest dark eyes now turned toward me. " Progress through the Snows isadow and trying thing, for
ever must one begin hisWalk near to the point which ishis present. To seethat which liesfar ahead, one
must risk being parted from one's body for too long atime. The battle you thought to look upon may well
have been too far ahead for usto reach.”

"And again it may not have been,” said |, not to be soothed as a child too small to take up dagger use.
"How may we know till we have made the attempt?"

"One with sense would by now begin to suspect that the gods frown upon such an attempt,” said
Mehrayn, hislight eyes seeking to draw mine. " Disobedience to the gods often brings unexpected
punishments”

"How long will that mist remain upon the Snows?' said | to SHeernoh, paying Mehrayn no more mind
than | had for the six feyd behind us. "How long has it been known to remain?”'



"Never hasit been known to remain even aslong asit dready has," said SHeernoh, speaking quickly in
the face of Mehrayn's sudden anger. "At times are certain happenings barred to usdl, yet for dl of it to
be barred-! Perhapsit isindeed the will of the gods.”

"Even the gods are congtrained by thewill of the Snows," said | with agesture of impatience, still deeply
annoyed. "Sowas | told by Mida upon the journey which brought me to her, and little reason was there
for her to speak other than the truth. We cannot be barred by the will of the gods.”

"Clearly, then, are you barred by the will of the Snows," said Chadrin, hiswords drawing nods of
agreement from both warriors and Sigurri, who sat not far from him. "There is some-thing which must not
be looked upon, and surdly isit within reach of seeing, ese you would not be barred from it. To continue
your attempt to see that which you are not meant to see would be foolishness, girl."

"Midatakeit, you havetheright of it, brother,” said I, looking upon Chaldrin with newly uncovered eyes.
"The doing is close before us, therefore would | find it possible to seeit upon the Snowsif | were not
barred from the White Land! What doing might it be, and for what reason am | refused a knowledge of
it?'

| roseto my feet to pace with agitation, weakness not touching me at al, for my spirit had not been
parted long enough from my body. The hesat of the fire was no lurein the warmth of the darkness, yet did

| begin to pace about it.

"Perhapsit would be unwise for you to consider the point,” ventured SHeernoh from hisplacein the
grass. "There are certain events which will not come about should even the least hint of them cometo the
key mover of the sequence. It may well be pain or harm which might be easily avoided with prior
knowledge, apain or harm which is utterly necessary to bring about afurther key event. Few of uswould
not seek, even unconscioudly, to avoid what pain and harm we might, even though we knew that
acceptance of such was necessary. Even might it be other than pain or harm, pleasure, perhaps, which
must be accepted, a pleasure which one would forgo if one wereto think upon the doing.
Foreknowledge will negate what is meant to be, and might well cost you avictory in some manner.”

"Midatakeit dl!" | shouted, then did | turnin greet fury and stalk away from those others who rode with
me, to St done. Ever was Jaav to strive without sight in those tasks set to her hand, for sight would
perhaps smooth the path she rode, and perhaps also bring victory more easily to her grasp. No other
thing than difficulty wasto be her lot, with none about even to raise weapon to in frustration!

"So it might well be pleasure which you are not to avoid,” came the voice of Mehrayn as he hated beside
me, to look down upon me. "in that event you must remove your life sign once again, so that what comes

might be properly accepted.”

Had it been my wish to acknowledge the existence of the male, | would easily have pointed out thét |
was to do naught to ater matters as they were, not act to change them. The male saw the point as clearly
as|, | suspected, therefore did | indeed do naught save turn my back toward him and stretch out upon
the grass on my sde, the more easily to stareinto thefire.

"Had you not replaced that life sign, | would aready have taken the anger from you," persisted the male,
hisown frugtration clear in hisvoice. "'l have given my word not to interfere with the tasks given you,
wench, yet was | to have my woman in return. Asthe time passes without my woman beside me, the
strength of my vow grows weaker and weaker, soon to be no more. Do as you will, Jaav, for so shdl I,
most especidly at the time when my patienceis no more.”

Having spoken his annoyance the mae then took himsdlf off, leaving me annoyed mysdif. | cared little
what the male attempted for he was not mine, yet were hisinsi stences beginning to anger me. Did Mida



not soon curb him, | would find it necessary to do the thing myself. There were matters of trueimport
before me, matters far removed from the foolishness of males, yet Mehrayn refused to see this. Happily
there was not much trail time ahead before he might be left behind, and that calming thought assisted me
infinding deep.

The following feyd passed one into the other, filled with riding and practicing what Chadrin taught, and
feeding, and occasiona attemptsto gain the White Land. The brightness of Midaslight dimmed dowly to
rolling gray, with the mutter of thunder in thefar distance, asthough rain fell e sewhere ahead of us, yet
were we given naught save the grayness. To Chadrin's satisfaction, my skill and that of my warriors
dowly grew, yet was that the sole satisfaction to be found among us. The White Land continued to be
barred, | continued to take no note of Mehrayn, Mehrayn's frustration continued to grow, and those
about ustook to walking softly indeed when near to Mehrayn or myself. Our tempers were such that
blood would surely have been spilled had there been words exchanged, therefore were we ever kept one
from the other by many contrivances of Chaldrin's. The state suited me well, yet Mehrayn was not
equaly pleased withit.

Thefey came at last when we reached Midanna lands, therefore did I1vin, the Summa, and | seek out a
placeto halt for our mid-fey mea which would aso serve as acamping place for the Hittaand the males.
[Ivin knew well enough that she might not accompany me, and she had grown to know and havetrust in
the Summawho had become her sisters, and was grimly pleased that they would be beside me. The
Summa had sworn to stand beside me in any battle which cameto be, save againgt their clan ssters, and
[Ivin knew the worth of their words. When our meal was done the Summaand | roseto our feet, yet did
| gesture Chaldrin back as he made to do the same.

"Our journey together isat an end, brother,” said |, seeing the frown which took Chaldrin and the
surprise of the other maes. "From here the Summaand | continue on aone, for thereis no place anong
the clansfor amale such asyou.”

"There had best be aplace for me," said Mehrayn before Chadrin might speak, stlanding dowly to rest
one hand upon sword hilt. "If thereis not then they shal find the need to make one, for | will not remain
behind. My sword cannot protect one who is not beside me."

"And have you forgotten my vow to Sigurr, girl?" asked Chadrin, also rising to hisfeet. "Would you have
me be forsworn?"

"Were you to accompany me, brother, then would you be forsworn," said I, looking upon Chadrin
aone."Y ou will remain here, and should any come to fetch you save Wedin or Doatil, you will know
yoursdlf faced by enemies. Bide in peace, Chaldrin, for we are meant to stand together againgt the
srangers.”

| turned from the deep upset upon Chaldrin with a gesture to the Summa, and we three began to move
toward our kand. No more than two steps were gone beneath our feet, however, when it became clear
that one came behind us. Dotil glanced back in annoyance, then did she voice avery low groan.

"Wherever you ride, there shall | follow," said Mehrayn, histone so inflexible that | hated where | was.
"Y ou may ignore me as you wish, wench, yet do | dso do as| wish. When darkness hasfalen to end this
fey, | shdl takethat life Sgn from you, and then we shal see how long you are able to continue to ignore
me”

The words of the male were more than chalenge, yet had | no further anger to waste upon him. Mida
knew well enough what his presence would mean, and if | were to be ended in such amanner, then so be
it. The Midannawould have no war leader to take them into battle againgt the strangers, and all by cause



of gpite. If thiswas in accordance with the wishes of the goddess, there was naught | might do to change
it. After no more than the dightest hesitation | again began walking toward my kan, unaware of the fact
that the Summano longer paced metill Wedin spoke.

"Should you ride with us, male, it will surely mean the war leader'slife," said she, addressing Mehrayn
with more compassion than impatience. "No Midannamay lead afree maeto the place of the clans, ese
is she ended with the greatest pain possible. Perhapsif you were to accompany her to the place of her
own clansthe matter might not be viewed in the same manner, yet to do such athing with those who
believe themsalves to be enemies to her-She would not even be allowed to speak in her own defense.”

| reached my kan and ran my hands over him, aware of the sllence which had falen behind me. Themale
undoubtedly sought a path about the wall which Wedin had erected, for his often-voiced concern for
Jalav would become hollow indeed were he to merely brush aside the words of caution given him. He
would not do other than accompany me, | knew, for he had at last determined to have me again, no
matter the cost of his appetites. | freed my reinsfrom the bush to which they had been tied and began to
back my kan from the press of the others, yet was halted again by the voice, not of Mehrayn, but of
SHeernoh.

"Yousad, freemale’' lady Wedin," said he, athoughtfulnessto histone. "Are there men, then, who are
alowed among your clans, men who are not free? What is done to restrain these men who are not freg?"

"Those males who have begged to follow awarrior are not free," said Wedin, alack of understanding
clearly touching her. "They are forbidden weapons, and they must obey the word of she whom they
follow, ese arethey dain. No dightest disobedience arethey alowed, for they must forgo their own will
in deference to thewill of warriors. With ther lives held hostage to their word, what further restraints

might be necessary?'

"Then there isthe manner in which you might be safely accompanied,” said SHeernoh, the smile of his
triumph bright as he looked about, yet did Datil's laughter immediately dim the radiance.

"Y ou believe amae of our set other than yoursalf would behave in such amanner?' she asked, dso
looking about at the others. "Few males choose to follow awarrior, for few males have so small asense
of sdlf to alow them to obey properly. Maes are far too arrogant, SHeernoh, and these more arrogant
than any others | have seen. To be brother warriors, yes; to be followers of warriors? Never."

All of the males seemed to take some smdl insult a Dotil's amusement, as though they thought
themselves capable of being followers despite the truth of the words spoken. | sighed without sound at
such colossd foolishness and gathered my reinsto mount, yet wasit Chadrin who thistime hated me.

"Arroganceisacoin | havein the past been taught to spend little of," said he, reaching down to open his
swordbelt. "Asmy life has dready been dedicated to following awench, | have only to give up some
small bit of my pride to see my vow fulfilled. Will I need to continue on without a sword once those
enemy wenchesareyours, girl?"

| stared upon Chaldrin with narrowed eyes, for surely the male knew not what he said. Thisformer
leader in the Caverns of the Doomed, he who was foremost among the fighters there, he who took
femaesto please him whether they willed it or no, wasto follow meekly after awar leader?

"Onewho no longer lives haslittle need of asword,” said |, looking upon the male with scorn. " Think you
the ssters of the Summawill smile with acceptance upon one who wishesto treat with them as equas?
Mades arelessthan warriors, considerably less, and so must they conduct themsalves when among those
who have the power and ability to take their lives. Also will there be noneto 'take afancy to your furs;'
for you will have no furs. No more than the deeping lesther of the warrior who uses you will you have,



she whom you must serve whether you will it or no. Should your temper belost your lifewill soon follow,
and that | will not alow. Should you wish to obey awar leader, you may do so by remaining here."

"Il wishto follow awar leader, Sgter,” said he, unabashed by my words, afaint glitter of amusement in his
dark eyes. "Indeed have | sworn to do no other thing, and will not see my vow broken through lack of
tenacity. Without al weaponswill | follow you, and should you ride from mein the forests and leave me
to make my way aone, my blood will be on your head. | give you my word that | will not turn back.”

He had stepped forward away from his swordbelt and had folded those massive arms across his broad
chest, making me know that the word he had given me had not been idly given. Sister he had called me,
just as| caled him brother, and well he knew that | would not leave him to diein the forests. | continued
to gaze upon the malein slence, didiking the need which had been forced upon me, yet was there naught
| might do for it.

"Very wel, mde" sad| at lagt, nodding coldly, telling him that no longer would he find himsalf brother to
me. "Asyou wish S0 heartily to follow awar leader shewill alow it, yet are you to prepare yoursdlf for
prompt and absol ute obedience. Should you behave in any other manner, it will need to be my sword
which takes your life. Do you understand the words | speak?”

"Indeed," said he, losing aded of the satisfaction which had filled him with the first of my words. " Should
| do aught to cause my life to be taken, the pain of taking that life will be yourslong after my last bresth
has been drawn. | will recal that | have sworn to keep pain from you, and will give you no causeto end
rrell

"Suchismy sincere hope,” said |, unable to keep the drynessfrom my tone. "Maes are scarcely of such
great vaue that they will be kept no matter their doings. One aone may be used to serve many-if heis
properly cared for between thetimes of hisuse."

Chadrin's jawstightened as | taunted him with areversd of his own words upon the subject of female
davesin the Caverns, yet was he not so great afool that he protested hisindignation aoud. He accepted
my wordsin abecoming slence, therefore did | indicate that he and the Summawere to mount up. Just
asthey began moving toward their kand, it was proven that the matter was not yet over and done with.

"Wait," caled Mehrayn, frugtration having turned to decison in hiseyes. "Where one might go, so might
another. 1, too, wish to follow awar leader.”

His hands opened and removed his swordbelt, then let it fal to the ground as his eyes chadlenged mine.
Again did alow-voiced groan come from Datil, for the male was well-nigh made of arrogance. One such
as hewould never truly follow awarrior, and any Midannawho looked upon him would know this
without doulbt.

"Go to your knees and bow your head, and say the same again,” said | with asnort of ridicule, seeing the
manner in which the mae's head rose in annoyance at such asuggestion. Wide-legged did he stand, with
shoulders unbowed and red-maned head high, and one such as he was to follow and obey? Far better
were | to open my own throat upon the instant, and save the enemy clansthe effort.

"Speak serioudy and | will obey,” snapped Mehrayn, angered that | had turned once more to my kan.
"Just as you would not obey such acommand, neither might | be expected to."

"The war leader has no need to obey such acommand, mae," said Wedin when | falled to turn again to
Mehrayn. "Never has she begged to follow awarrior, the very thing that you insgst you do. Are you
unable to see that she need not coax forth approva of her commands from one who truly follows, before
obedience might be expected? To follow awarrior, amae must be capable of giving complete,



unquestioning obedience; this, | think, isbeyond you, brother.”

| knew amoment of startlement when Wedin gave Mehrayn the name of brother, yet in the silence which
followed | found little to keep me from jumping to the back of my kan. | thought the foolishnesswas then
at an end, however turning my kan about brought me more than startlement. With hislight eyes directly
upon me Mehrayn put himsalf to hisknees, then did that flaming head bow in humility.

"| ask to be allowed to follow awar leader,” said he, the words as humble as the posture. "' So deep is my
need to do so that | will pledge mysdlf to absolute obedience for thetimethat | follow her, swearing to
do only and precisely as| am bidden to do. Should | be refused | will follow without this vow, and stand
with naked blade againgt any who attempt to bring harm to that war leader by cause of my presence. No
other thing than one of thesemay | do, and | leaveit to the war leader to decide between them.”

Again were those light eyes upon me, calmly awaiting what decison | would make, calmly ignoring the
anger | made no effort to conceal. That the male would follow after, | had no doubt, nor did | doubt the
fury which would grip the enemy clans a sight of him. To keep the blood from flowing like weter it was
necessary that | accept hisvow, yet was my anger not destined to be denied.

"Y ou may consider your pledge accepted, male,” | informed the light-eyed gaze upon me with grim
pleasure. Y ou are now no longer free to do asyou will, only as| will. Take yourself from your knees
and find your mount, then follow aong behind your betters-in silence. Thereismuch for you to learn, and
it shal beginimmediately."

Many were the stares which came to me as Mehrayn rose dowly to hisfeet, hisnot the least among
them, yet was awar leader well used to having many eyes upon her. SHeernoh and the two Sigurri
males stood slently beside 1lvin the while those who rode with me at long last got themselves mounted,
yet did it seem that the gray-haired ma e sought words which might be spoken to me without adding to
my anger. The sack containing the grainswhich brought the Clouds of Seeing hung from hisbdlt, for it
had been my decision that to carry the sack with me was to jeopardize the contents unnecessarily. Far
better to leave the sack behind me, and again attempt its use when the matter of the enemy clanswas
done. Perhaps then the mist would be gone from the Snows, and Jalav would see what she sought to see.
Before SHeernoh found the words to gpproach mewith, | raised ahand to dl in farewell, turned my
kan, and rode from the camp.

Growing anticipation and anxiety turned the Summasilent during the balance of the fey, my word upon
the matter doing the same for the males. Anticipation grew within me aswell, yet was there more
determination than anxiety to accompany it. It would be gloriousindeed to see al the Midannaride as
one, most especialy againgt an enemy which was common to al. 1t would be wearying to have so many
more war leaders to command-and be commanded by-yet would the time be for the battle against the
grangers only. Afterward all would become asit had been, Sster Midannaand enemy sister each going
her own way-directly after the Hostaand Sillawere freed. That final doing would aso free Jalav, to seek
out Midaand speak of many things-or possibly to end in the attempt. The thought brought melittle
agitation, no more than pleased anticipation, and so did the fey lower toward darknessin pleased
contemplation.

Darkness camp saw three Midanna served by two maleswho followed them, large and well-made males
who wore no weapon and made no objection to that which they were commanded to do. Silent were
these males, for they had not received permission to speak as they would, and somewhat disturbed were
they that the Midannathey rode with now took no true note of them, as though they were well benegth
notice. Wedin and Datil knew well that the only true safety for the maeslay in their being no different
from those other maleswho followed warriors, therefore did the presence of Mehrayn disturb them
consderably. The male served with asilence like Chadrin's, yet was there some manner of differenceto



him.

"| cannot see what he does that Chaldrin does not, yet are they clearly not the same,” fretted Datil,
speaking of the mae as though he were e sewhere, properly unconcerned that every word was listened
to by him. "Hewill draw immediate attention, Jaav, of the sort we will find most unwelcome.”

"Perhaps Chadrin does athing which he does not," suggested Wedin, attentive to the padat she fed
upon. "Wewill be among the clans mid way through the next fey, war leader. | doubt thereistime
enough to discover thetrue difficulty.”

"Thedifficulty isthat Chadrin finds no insult in standing back from the doings of warriors,” sad |,
continuing to apply mysdf to my own provender. "The other fedsthe need to bring himsdf to the
attention of those he serves, avanity | am familiar with. Thereisacurefor the thing, onewhich did well
with aprevious male who followed me, and oneit will do little harm to attempt with this one.”

Only thendid | dlow my eyesto touch Mehrayn where he and Chadrin crouched, awaiting what further
sarvice would be required of them, their own provender having been bolted down in anticipation of being
summoned. A glint of hidden anticipated amusement showed in the eyes of Chadrin, yet Mehrayn'slight
gaze held only wary unease.

"Rise and stand before us, male," said | to Mehrayn, my tone no warmer than it should be with one who
served mewith less than satisfaction. In truth | waswont to treat my maleswith agood ded more
kindness, yet was Mehrayn of adifferent ilk than those others who had followed me. Those others had
not been permitted to force their presence upon me when they were unwanted, yet Mehrayn had done
no other thing.

"Infuture,” said | to him who stood looking down upon me, "upon reaching ahalting or camping place,
you will immediately remove your body cloth and put it from you, not to be donned again till our journey
resumes. Y ou may begin the practice upon the moment, for we have not the time to await the new light.”

"May | spesk?’ said the male, atightnessto theline of hisjaw, ahardnessto thelook in hiseye.
"Briefly," | acknowledged, taking my eyesfrom him and returning my attention to my provender.

"| doneam to do thisthing?" he asked, his words uneven despite his atempt at calm. "Chadrin will not
be required to do the same?"

"Chadrin makes no attempt to present himself with overblown importance,” said | about a mouthful,
seeking around me for the wet cloth which my mae had earlier brought. "To serve warriors bare and
continue to invite their attention isto ask to be used, upon your back and only to the extent that those
warriors care to use you. Should it not be your wish to be used in such amanner, you will quickly learn
sdf-effacement in the presence of those you serve.” Then did | raise my eyesand look directly upon him.
"Need | repeat acommand?”

"No," said the mae, growling, his gaze hard upon mine. "The war leader who holds my pledge has no
need to repeat acommand. Much doesit seem that you are quite at ease commanding men to your will,
war leader.”

"I have, in the past, had some experience with such,” | replied with ashrug, watching as the male before
me reluctantly began to obey the command given him. Little effort was needed to remove the black body
cloth, and then did M ehrayn attempt to stand uncaring before the Summaand mysdf. He it waswho had
remarked upon the good fortune of Midanna being unencumbered with a sense of body-shame, yet had
he then been but one bare among many. Now he a one stood so, gazed upon by warriors who grinned



and murmured in gppreciation of hisform, his brother male continuing covered, and something of thered
of thelast of Midaslight brightened the tanned skin of him.

"I had not sooner noted how well hung heis," said Datil, gazing thoughtfully upon Mehrayn with approva
in her light eyes. "Has he skill with that which he possesses, Jdav?'

"Some smdll skill," | conceded, noting with amusement that Sigurr's Sword was scarcely pleased to be
praised so0. "l was dso told by those Midannawho used him in Bellinard that he was deemed-adequate.
Do you find interest in him, Dotil ?*

"Indeed,” said she, continuing to look upon Mehrayn, the single word spoken in such amanner that the
male foolishly alowed his gaze to be drawn to hers. For many feyd had Mehrayn kept himsdf from the
use of any femae, adoing | had little understanding of. That he had at first not wished my use, then had
not been allowed it, should not have kept him from seeking among the other warriors of our s, yet it
had. No use at al had the male had, and he one who had great appetites and needs. His gaze touched
that of Doatil, moved quickly al about her reclining form-then Wedin laughed doud in great amusement.

"The mae dso seemsto find interest in you, sgter,” said sheto Datil, bringing agrin to the face of her
sster Summa. At once Mehrayn took on a closer resemblance to the dying light of the fey, yet wasthere
naught he might do to change or deny hisinterest. Most evident had that interest grown, so evident that |,
too, could not keep from chuckling. Wedin attempted to catch the eye of the male as Dotil had, yet did
he avoid the gaze of both and close his eyes asthough in pain. Clearly wasit humiliation rather than pain
that the maefdt, ahumiliation not often visited upon so doughty awarrior, and Wedin bethought herself
to give him something of ease.

"I would have what more thereis of thistoothsome padat,” said she, glancing toward me as she
smoothed away her amusement. "1 would be grateful, Jav, if you wereto bid your male bring it to me."

"Certainly, Wedin," said I, nodding in an agreegble fashion, then did | ook toward Chaldrin. The
dark-haired Sigurri male crouched with elbow on thigh and hand rubbing face, striving diligently to keep
hisusua cam from diding into laughter. Wedin's eyes followed mine and amusement flashed briefly, then
did she speak again before | might do so.

"1 would have your red-haired mae serve me, Jdav," said she, no more than the lightest hint of amused
reproof evident in her tone. Had she not called Mehrayn brother | might perhaps have felt insult, yet had
sheindeed addressed him so.

"Asyou wish, Wedin," said | with an uncaring shrug, seeing that the Summahad not thought through her
desireto give Mehrayn assistance. "Fetch for the warrior Wedin what padat remains, male.”

The mae nodded shortly and turned from us, taking sight of his humiliation from our view; then he went
to thefire, not looking at Chaldrin. The second male continued in his calm crouch, aso looking not upon
he who avoided his eye, hisface now serene asit had not earlier been. A brief moment did it take for the
last pieces of padat to be gathered, and then had Mehrayn returned with them to Wedin. He stood
before her, unthinkingly leaning down to offer the padat, and Doatil's laughter pesled out to echo
throughout the forest.

"Indeed atoothsome choice, siter,” said she to aWedin who sighed with defeat at the manner in which
Mehrayn flinched and immediately straightened himsdlf. "What hunger you have must surely dictate that
choice, nor will it be easy. The hungers of awarrior are never easily seen to.”

"It seems| erred in suggesting this solution to the difficulty the mae gave” sad |, amiling a Datil's
amusement. "He has not only not given over his previous actions, he now presents himsdlf in an even



more forward manner."

My observation caused Datil's laugh to ring out a second time, drew Wedin into faling to chuckling, and
brought adeep sigh of painto Chadrin. | knew not what ailed the dark-eyed male, till it cameto methat
Mehrayn looked down upon me.

"It ismy sincere hope that the war leader | follow hasfound agreat dedl of amused enjoyment,” said he
who was cdled Sigurr's Sword, his voice soft. "Come the fey my word no longer binds me, shewill find
agreat need for memories of enjoyment.”

The darkness had fallen too close about us for hisfeaturesto be easily seen, yet had | no more need for
seeing them than did Chaldrin. The white-clad Sigurri had known of Mehrayn's anger even before it was
voiced, yet |, unlike him, felt little disturbance over it.

"Haveyou at last found areason to give methe chalenge, male?" | asked, leaning down to one elbow in
the grass so that my comfort might be increased. "Humiliation is a strong goad toward that end, isit not?
Should it be your choice then to give me the chalenge | will not refuse you, yet do you now continue
bound by avow of obedience-and have spoken without permission. See to the balance of your tasks
quickly, thewhile | consider what punishment isto be yours."

For along moment the male stood unmoving, seemingly wishing to speek again, yet had he been
commanded to silence. The need for obedience was a greater stone in histhroat than he had anticipated
it would be, so great that it well-nigh choked him before he turned and took himsdlf to histaskswith
frustration-<tiffened movements. The remains of our repast needed seeing to, and this he began even
before Chadrin rose from hiscrouch to assist him.

"Should you continue to cause anger in him, Jaav, hewill not learn,” said Wedin in asoft voice, having
put aside the padat she had not truly wanted. " As he accompanies us solely to stand in your cause, it
would be less than honorable to dlow hislifeto belost by cause of your need for turnabout. Do you truly
mean to give him punishment?'

"He accompanies me by cause of his own stubbornness, Wedin," | returned with some annoyance. "The
cause he standsinishisown, as ever it has been, and much has he earned ataste of turnabout. Asfor the
matter of punishment, his arrogance needs taking down abit. Did he follow you, would you alow him to
spesk ashedid to me?"

The dark-haired Summawarrior turned her part-shadowy, part fire-lit face from me, choosing to remain
slent rather than speak against the one she had caled brother. Well did she know that she would not
have permitted such aliberty with amae who followed her, yet had she accepted Mehrayn aswarrior
rather than male, much as| had done with Chaldrin. That | spoiled Chadrin far lessthan she attempted to
do with Mehrayn was not a matter which might be pointed out to her; awarrior treated with other
warriors as she willed, dlowing them libertiesif that was her desire; awar leader required respect and
obedience from those about her, €l se was she usdless to her clan, both in battle and in peace. It was not
possiblethat | overlook Mehrayn'sinsolence, nor would | have done so even had it been possible. After
having forced himsdlf upon me, it was no more than maeidiocy to believe he would not be made to
regret the doing.

Though Wedin looked only upon thefire, Dotil's gaze rested directly upon me, her shadowed eyes asking
adlent question. | had no need to see her to know the question she asked, for | had expected the
request. | nodded once, with a smile, and saw that smile reflected upon Dotil's face before she turned her
attention toward the two maeswho labored by thefire. The question of Mehrayn's punishment would
require some thinking upon, and best would be to keep the male occupied the while, learning to do ashe



must do among the clans. |, too, looked toward the males, waiting for their tasks to be completed.

When dl which needed attention had been seen to, the maes|eft the fire with agood dedl of relief. Full
darkness was then upon us, and with it had descended the sultry, overcast heat we had had so much of.
That the males|ooked forward to rest and deep was clear, yet were they less than pleased that they had
been denied the covered peltsthey had till then taken their rest upon. Those peltsthey had been madeto
leave behind them, for those who followed warriors did as those warriors did. Asthe two looked about
themsdlves| gestured them to me, then roseto my fest.

"First watch thisdarknessismine," said I, looking at thetwo as| loosened my sword in its scabbard.
"Those who are unarmed stand no watches, even were they permitted to do such athing under other
circumstances. Best we seek our rest as quickly as possible, for the new fey will bring much to occupy
lﬁ n

Chaldrin nodded with calm acceptance as he looked down upon me, more so than Mehrayn who, though
he a so accepted my words, nevertheless was not pleased with them. Sigurr's Sword then began to turn
from me, most likely to seek aplace to take hisrest, however Chadrin remained where hewas,
apparently suspecting that there was more to come. | smiled at the perceptiveness of the male, then
nodded my head.

"Y ou, Chadrin, will servethe warrior Wedin this darkness, obeying her asyou would me," said |,
sending approva to him with the amile. Mehrayn's attention returned to me immediately, therefore did |
look upon him with considerably less gpprovd. "Y ou, male, will servethewarrior Dotil," sad |, watching
him closgly. "Y ou will give her al the pleasure you are capable of giving, and will obey her asyou are
bound to obey me. Are my ingtructions clear to you?"

"Aye, completely clear,” growled the mae, hands closed into fists at hissides. "And who isto servethe
war leader?'

"Thewar leader desiresno service,” said I, touching my life sgn asafant smile cameto me. It disturbed
themaethat | had no desirefor him, yet was| greetly pleased by the circumstance. Best indeed wasit
for awarrior to keep hersalf from males, most especialy ones such as Mehrayn. "Asfor the matter of
your punishment,” | continued, "we will seeto it with the new light. | would not have you made unable to
perform properly for the warrior who desires you."

"Ah, of course,”" said he, nodding with understanding as his great arms folded themselves across his chest.
"It would be inconsiderate to alow my punishment to interfere with the duties given me. Accept my
thanksfor your consderation, war leader, and be assured that | shal serve the warrior Datil to the very
best of my abilities”

The nod he sent to me was more than cordia, and then had he turned from me to make his way toward
Datil, not far from where Chadrin dready began seating himself beside Wedin. Much did it seem that his
words called for areply, yet was| unable to conceive of what that reply should be. With some very faint,
unexpected disturbance | turned from them all and began to move about the camp, adisturbance the
following hind did naught to clarify nor dispel. The darkness dragged on avery long time, most especidly
after Dotil screamed with plessure.

CH 9. The enemy clans-and trialsto be faced

"It would perhaps be best if we hated now to take our mid-fey med," said Wedin, wiping at the moisture
which beaded her brow despite the cool of numberlessleaves above us. "The visiting place is not many
reckid ahead, and another opportunity might well be disalowed us by the outlying sentries.”



"You may well be correct,” said |, pulling my kan to a hat beside hers. Her gaze moved no place save
with the forests al about us, as did mine, yet was | well aware of the location of her true concern.
Mehrayn rode with Chaldrin behind us, and he whom she called brother wasin considerable distress, as
he had been since the beginning of that fey'sjourney. With the new light | had seen him receive the
punishment | had decreed for him, the punishment for insolence which he more than merited.

"I, too, would be pleased with abrief hdt,” said Dotil, freeing sweat-soaked strands of hair from her
back. She sat her kan to the far side of Wedin, and looked upon me past her sister Summa. "Never do |
recall the heat being this oppressive during avisiting,” said she. "More often isit cool and pleasant,
dlowing onetotekejoy inthetime."

"Perhgps Midafed sthat this overcast heat will in some manner aid us” said | with ashrug. "Very well, let
usdismount till we have taken our med."

The two Summa dismounted quickly, yet did a glance back show that Mehrayn had acted with even
greater speed. Chaldrin looked upon him covertly with much sympathetic feding in hisdark eyes, yet
when that gaze came to meit contained agood deal of reproach. No words were spoken by Chaldrin,
yet did helook upon me with accusation, for having commanded what | had, and for having commanded
his own involvement. Early that fey | had had Mehrayn cut and trim a switch, then had | had Chaldrin
beat him, in the manner that Mehrayn had last beaten me. The dark-haired male had not stinted on the
srength of his blows, and then had it been necessary for Mehrayn to place his punishment directly upon
the back of hismount. Theridetill then had been painful and humiliating for him, asevidenced by his
flushed countenance and iff, dow movements. It wasto be hoped that the male had in some manner
learned from the pain and humiliation, both in regard to the use of insolence and the giving of humiliation
to others, yet was the hope faint and unlikely in the extreme. Maeslearned dowly, if at dl, and Mehrayn
was, without the dightest doubt, male.

Our provender, prepared by the maes before the new light, was fed upon quickly and quietly, with little
more than single words from the Summa and mysdlf. The matrig was set out before us and we each fed
upon what tempted us, yet despite the wish of the two warriors with me for the halt to feed, little tempted
them. They each looked down upon their provender rather than consuming it, deeply lost within
themselves, disturbed over the visiting place we neared. Again and again had Wedin attempted to suggest
that | alow her and Datil to approach the war leaders of the clans aone, the purpose being that they
would strive to ease the way for my appearance, thereby perhaps avoiding what might well cometo
immediate death for me. That | had refused to hear such asuggestion gave both Summagreat upset, yet
there was naught else | might do. Thetask of uniting dl the clanswas mine, given me by Midahersdlf;
were| to delegate the task to others, would the wrath of the goddess not then be assured? How might
victory be found in such a circumstance, with Midas anger turning al to ashes? No, the task continued to
be mine alone, no matter the near certainty of the reception | would receive.

"Y our confidenceis not as great as you would have us bdieve, isit, girl?* camethevoice of Chadrin,
interrupting my thought. The male crouched close before me, speaking softly, unheard by any other save
mysalf. Wedin and Dotil had goneto seeto their kand, a departure | had not even been aware of.

"My task will be successfully completed,” | replied in amuitter, throwing from me the matrig | no longer
wished. Thegrass| sat upon stuck to my thighs and legs, and much would | have joyed in the presence
of astream just then. "To believe otherwise would be to believe that Mida's chosen has been poorly
chosen indeed.”

"Y our goddess's chosen has triumphed before, yet not without pain and greet difficulty,” said he,
continuing to look upon methough | avoided his gaze. "Will you need to face and withstand such things

agan?'



"Was the uniting of enemies among the Midanna easily seen to, it would have been done much the
sooner,” said |, giving him the sole answer | wished to give. Still was| loathe to meet his eyes, and thishe
understood aswell asthat which | had left unspoken.

"You fed thereisan excdlent chance you will not survive," said he, aflatness of satement rather than a
risng of question in hisvoice, hishand coming to turn my face toward him. "For that reason aswell as
another did you command what you did thisfey, seeking to turn Mehrayn and myself uncaring asto your
fate. Did you take usfor unthinking children, that you attempted such athing?'

It was surely the warmth of the fey which brought greater heat to my cheeks, accompanying a sense of
dismay that the male had so easily seen my intentions. As Cerdt had once done, so had | attempted to
do, yet Chaldrin had known of the thing without overhearing the words of truth. He looked directly upon
me with something of anger in the dark of his eyes, then nodded his head.

"l seeyou did indeed consider usin so flattering amanner,” said he, histone softly serious. "Wewereto
greet the death of an unfeeling tyrant with greet joy, then were we to return to our former lives with no
further thought given to her, for we would have been avenged. | know not what Mehrayn meansto give
you for what has been doneto him, yet do | know what you shal have from my hands when thistask of
yours has been seen to. | have given my word to stand beside you the whilelife remainsto us, girl, but
you may not brush aside my wishes as though they were unimportant. Perhaps best would be that you
hope those savage wenches end you; do we both survive, you will find a suitable punishment for the
thoughtless doings of an ‘unfeding tyrant.' "

"You believe | have naught to think upon save the rantings of amale with wounded pride?" | asked,
pushing his hand from my face with impatience. " Should you wish to be revenged upon me, Chadrin, you
must wait till many others havefirg taken their vengeance. Asfor the male Mehrayn, he may spesk of his
displeasure to she who has claimed him through his own efforts. | am not that one.”

"Sigurr's Sword will speak of his displeasure with the one who brought it to him," said Chaldrin,
crouching close to prevent my rising from the grass. "We neither of us know the reason you continue to
ing st that he has been claimed by the goddess; we know only that it is he who meansto claim you, no
meatter the difficulty hefindsin the doing. Hisfury now rides so high that it isbarely containable, and wise
would you be, wench, to consider hiswounded pride. He careslittle for having been donein such a
manner for the sake of uncalled-for jedlousy. "

| could only respond with puzzlement. Ever do males speak so, with their meaning well hidden, sothat a
warrior must fed continualy at aloss.

"For what reason must you be o like other males, and do naught save babble?" | asked of Chaldrin,
touched well with annoyance. "To understand the nonsense you speak, one must aso be male which,
thanks beto Mida, | am not."

"Youfail to avoid my gazein guilt," observed Chadrin, histone now musing. "Canit truly bethat you,
yourself, are unaware of the jealousy you fed ?"

"How may onefed athing one has no knowledge of!" | snapped, truly losing patience with thefool of a
male. "What of that malesam | thistime accused of coveting?'

"Softly," cautioned Chaldrin with asmall gesture, disallowing his gaze to move about us. "We know not
who might at this very moment be observing us, and for that reason do | rather than Mehrayn speak with
you. We do not accuse you of coveting some ability of the Sword, but of coveting the man himsdf. We
believe that had he used Dotil and given her no more than smdll pleasure, you would surely have found
another punishment for himin place of that which he was given. The punishment was not for insolence, as



you announced, but for daring to give another what was by right yours. It was for hisfull, anger-induced
obedience for which he was humiliated so, obedience to acommand which you, yoursdlf, petulantly gave
him. Only jealousy can account for it."

Werel taking the male aright, it was his belief and that of Mehrayn that | wished Mehrayn for my own,
and could not countenance his use by any other warrior. While it wasindeed true that the use of the mae
was more than worth having, actua possession of him continued to be amatter which must be seento
with the sword of chalenge. And had | wished his use to be mine rather than Datil's, surdly | would have
seen the matter done so with none to deny me. That | had succeeded in putting al thoughts of the mae
from me was beyond the belief of the two Sigurri, athing which clearly showed they believed they looked
upon acity dave-woman rather than awar leader of Midanna.

"l am to be of the opinion that thereisalimit to the use of amae?' | asked, beginning to be taken by
chuckling. "That once this limit has been reached, he may never again be used? That to alow hisuse by
another warrior isto reach thislimit sooner? That it would have pleased me more to have the mae
forsworn, doing other than that which he had been commanded to do? Truly do | regret not having
known you sooner, brother. Y our ability to bring me heart-lightening laughter is equalled by none | have
ever met."

"Do not think to put me off with forced amusement, wench," snapped he. "I have told the Sword what |
believe to be the truth, and once told, he believesas | do. Y ou wish Mehrayn for your own, and no other
thing save stubbornness keeps you from hisside.”

"Indeed?’ said I, continuing to chuckle as| rose to my feet despite Chadrin's nearness, "Thisisthe truth
you have seen and have shared with your brother male? Then perhaps you will be good enough to share
an additiond truth with him." | leaned down to put my lips near to Chadrin's ear. "He who gave hisvow
to follow and obey me has not removed his body cloth as previoudy bidden. Although the omission was
surely caused by hiswish to keep hidden the humiliation which ishis, he had nevertheless disobeyed me.
Y ou may inform him that there will be additional punishment for that disobedience.”

"Y ou cannot serioudy mean to anger him further!™ hissed Chadrin, rising from his crouch to look down
upon me with painful disbdief. "No man would be so mindless asto do such athing, yet you, wench,
show not the dightest hesitation! The Sword will not beforsworn, yet afterward . . . . "

"Firg there must be abeginning before thereis an afterward,” said |, disallowing the balance of his
words. "For now | am the war leader whom you follow and obey, therefore shal you be silent and seeto
the clearing away of that which isno longer desired by my warriors and myself. The end of our journey is
before us, and | would reach it as soon as may be."

Chaldrin drew himself up angrily, yet not a sound passed hislips. Much did he wish to spesk further, |
saw, yet had he been commanded to silence by she whom hefollowed. | held hisgazetill he turned stiffly
away to do my bidding, then smiled faintly as| took mysdf to where Wedin and Dotil stood awaiting

me.

"He obeys with reluctance, yet does he obey," observed Wedin, looking upon naught save my amile. "l
givethanksto Midathat hisword isableto hold him."

"Most especidly at thistime," said Dotil with aworried Sigh. "We are now unable to offer you our
assistance, Jalav, yet do we mean to continue to stand with you."

"Best you stand well to one side with the males behind you," said |, widening my smilein thanksto her.
"Asit issoon to begin, | would have you away from the path of danger, and the maesfirmly out from
under foot."



"The maesdo wdl ignoring the manner in which they are being observed,” said Datil, glancing to where
the two Sigurri saw to their tasks. "One would believe they were unaware of those who now surround
lJS"

"Dotil, my sister, they are no other thing than unaware," said Wedin with asigh. "Though they betrue
warriors, they are dso maes and naught of hunters. Mehraynisableto follow atrail, thewhile Chddrinis
barely able to do even so much. They know naught of the warriors who now observe us, and will
continue to know naught of them till those warriors step from cover.”

"And that despite the mention made by Chaldrin that we knew not who might now be observing us," said
| to aDotil who attempted to swalow her stricken look. " Even then were the warriors moving to
surround us, yet the male saw and heard naught of them. Do you doubt that they are as helpless as babes
intheforests?

"How might one doubt?"' asked Datil, again heaving asigh. "Thething is so often made clear . . . What
areweto do now, Jalav? Are we to be as the males and see naught?'

"And lose standing in the eyes of those who watch?' | asked, noting Wedin's faint amusement. "Best we
acknowledge their presence at once, showing we neither seek to hide ourselves nor fear to face them.”

"Never have | fdt such rductance to face sster Midanna," muttered Doatil, straightening where she stood
as her left pam caressed her sword hilt. "Alsoisit true that never before have | faced them with an
enemy war leader beside me and two nearly uncontrolled male warriors behind, and yet-Ah, Midal How
truly fortunate is the warrior who is able to meet al which comesto her with no concern other than the
sword she grasps!”

"How truly fortunate is she who is not the chosen of the goddess,” said Wedin, her hand to her lifesign, a
look of commiseration in her eyes. "1 believe there are Summa among those who have found us, Jdav.
Which of usisto addressthem?"

"Y ou may do so, Wedin, after | have addressed the humble, obedient maleswho follow me,” said |,
finding asigh within me much like those which had touched Datil. " Should they forget their vows, we are
all done. Should they recall and hold to those vows, they are to be absolutely forbidden to come to my
aid no matter the circumstances, no matter how greetly they sreit. | ask of you no other thing than
that-and their safe remova from the vigiting place, should | be unable to see to the matter my own sdif.”

"I will seetoit, Jdav," said Wedin, a sadness upon her and Dotil. Much did it seem that we dll of us
contemplated defeat rather than victory, therefore did | turn from them and walk asmall number of steps
toward the maes. It istruly said that one often receives that which one most often expects, thereforeisa
warrior wise to keep her thoughts and anticipations with victory aone.

"Youmales!" | snapped, bringing the startled attention of Chaldrin and Mehrayn to me. "To your knees,
and quickly, and do not rise again till bidden to it by awarrior!"

Much did I look upon them as | was wont to ook upon those males who had, from timeto time,
followed me, that isto say, asawar leader upon an unarmed male who merdly follows, himsdlf
commanding naught. The two continued to be held by startlement, yet did they both go to their kneesas
ordered. Had they not, | would likely have clubbed them down with my dagger hilt; this, | believe, they
were ableto seein my eyes, athing which contributed much to their surprised lack of understanding.
Oncethe maleswere as | wished them, | turned back to the Summa who accompanied me, folded my
arms beneath my life sign, and nodded to Wedin. That warrior stepped forward with afaint smile, then
addressed the trees and bushes all about us.



"We giveyou greetings, Ssters,” said she, her voice raised so that it might be readily heard by those who
had found us. "Come forth now in peace, for we bring one who ridesin Midas name.”

Where one moment there was naught save the forests about us, the next moment brought sight of four
hands of warriors, the colors of their clan coverings speaking of the clansto which they belonged. Beside
the blue of Summa was the white of Sarra, the brown of Sedda, and the gold of Selga, two of the
warriors of each clan with bow drawn and well aimed, the others with bared blades or firmly held spears.
| made no attempt to change the stance | had taken, yet little gpprova wasto be seen in the faces of
those who had appeared. One stepped forward before the others, a Selga by her covering, hair and eyes
fully asdark as mine, the coldness of anger in her movemen.

"All hereridein the name of Mida," said sheto Wedin, amatching coldnessin her tone, her gaze held
firm to the stranger in their midst. "'For what reason do Summabring an interloper anong us?*

"For the reason that Mida has sent her to us,”" said Wedin, angered by the manner of the Selga, yet
unwilling to alow her anger full rein. "Thisis Jalav, once war leader to the Hosta, now war leader to all of
her clans. She comesto speak with us on behaf of Mida hersdlf.”

"Indeed,” murmured the Selga, her cold gaze faintly warming, her visage lightening. "War leader to the
Hostaand dl of her dlans, you say. Thisrain-filled visting now promises amusement beyond al which
have gone before.”

"Sheisaguest of the Summa, and therefore of the other clansaswell!" snapped Wedin, taking a short
step toward the other. ™Y ou cannot treat with her asthough shewere. . . "

"An enemy?' demanded the Selga, taking her eyesfrom me at last to send matching anger to Wedin.
"What other thing might the war leader of our enemies be? And in what manner might she be aguest of
the Summa, when the Summawar leader has spoken naught upon the expectation of her arrival? When
your war leader is asked of thisone, Summa, what will be her reply?"

"Our war leader was not present when Jalav freed us from the capture of males!” said Dotil, spesking
quickly when Wedin did not. Dark-haired Wedin stood with deep anger al through her, the restraining
hand of Datil upon her shoulder likely the sole thing holding her from giving chalengeto the Selga.
"Honor demands. . . ."

"Y ou guide enemiesto our place of visiting, and dare to speak of honor?" interrupted the Selga, hearing
naught of Dotil's opening words. Indeed did the Selga appear to be of the sort who heard naught save
that which they wished to hear, the sort who salf-importantly found naught save their own will in dl
matters. "What honor istherein turning one's back upon sistersto speak in defense of enemies? To stand
with enemies?To. . . ."

"None here save you name me enemy, Selga,” said |, and the dark eyes which blazed so at Wedin and
Datil quickly returned to me. "It is not as an enemy that | have come, yet would it be dishonorable to
refuse a chdlenge earnestly given. Should the burning within you alow you no other recourse, | will, with
the reluctance of aguest, face you."

| continued to stand wide-legged as| had since just before their gppearance, my arms folded below my
lifesgn, handswell away from sword and dagger hilt, an indication that | meant to conduct our
discussion without battle. The eyes of the Sdgaquickly took mein once again, flestingly touching
weapons, life sign, and a height greater than any other warrior there, and surely did memory return to her
that | waswar leader to not one clan but ten. No more than a brief moistening of lipsdid | see, enough to
know that the Selgawould not alow her enmity to be put aside by my blade, and then was the thought
fully confirmed.



"The placeis not oursto give chalenge to one who clamsto be no enemy when shafts and points
surround her," ragped the Selga, her fist closing even moretightly upon the hilt of the sword she held.
"Our duty isto take in capture any who attempt to disturb the visiting, and this we have done. What
follows must be at the bidding of our war leaders, who will issue or accept chalenge of their own. Should
they name you guest, Hosta, you will have words of gpology from us; till then you are our captive.”

"Very wdl, then, let ustake her before the war leaders,” said Wedin, anger ill upon her, moving one
step toward the Selga. "We agree that it must be they who unknot thistangle, therefore shall we seek
them out at once."

"Not quite at once," said the Selga, turning her head from Wedin to eye me once again. "This captive
must first be properly prepared, else shal the war leaders be greatly angered with us. A war leader of
enemy Midannamust be treated with the respect due her rank.”

With a gesture did the Selga summon those warriors who stood behind me, who were quick to obey the
onewho spoke for them dl. My arms did no more than begin to unfold, when my back felt the presence
of aspear point parting my hair. Sharp was that spear point, and entirely unwavering, showing the
readiness of thewarrior who held it to plunge it speedily through me. Before | was able to do more than
consder the only-just-learned response of whirling away and striking aside the spear taught me by
Chadrin, four warriors had taken my arms, thrust me to my knees, and held my wrists behind me for
immediate binding by afifth. Truly had Chadrin been correct when he had said thet to hesitate & the
onset of attack isto give victory to one's opponents! One must indeed enter into unarmed battle without
thought, merdly responding to that which is done, leaving thought for activities of leisure! My hesitation
had cost me my freedom, athing | had not intended giving up before facing the assembled war leaders. A
bound captiveis seldom listened to with the attentiveness given an armed, unbound warrior, athing the
grimly pleased Selgawas aware of.

With the lesther knotted tightly about my wrists and athong tied between my ankles, | was pulled from
my kneesto stand upright once more. The hand of Summawarriors had taken no part in my binding, for
they had been fully engrossed in keeping Wedin and Dotil from coming to my aid. Stern whispers of
admonishment would have done little to keep my two new sistersfrom my side, yet had they also been
held by unyielding grips and had had their swords taken. | looked upon the Selga who now approached
me, with the fury | felt so strongly, yet was she uncaring of the fury of one who stood in her capture. With
her own sword shesthed she reached to my swordbelt and removed it, then bent to take the dagger from
my leg bands.

"Condgderably more proper," said she as she straightened, something of asmilefor my anger. "Where are
your clan colors, war leader of the Hosta? Have you forsaken them and the sisters who followed you, for
the greater glory of leadership of al of your clans? How pleased those warriors must be, to follow one
who forsakes her own in order to achieve persond advancement.”

"Do not speak upon matters you have no knowledge of, Selga," | growled, looking down upon her as my
arms tested the strength of the leather which bound me. "The Hostawere no more abandoned by me
than were my clan colors, nor has my position aught to do with persona advancement. When Mida

gpesks, aMidannacan only obey."

"Ah, | see" said she, nodding solemnly as she looked up into my eyes. "It was Mida herself who
demanded that you abandon your own and seek greater glory. Upon occasion have one or two among
our own clans put forth such an ingstence, yet were we able, despite their protests, to seethetruth
behind such doings and speech. Midawilling, our war leaderswill see the same again. To whom do those
maesbdong?'



Her eyes went past me, and when | turned |, too, saw the males | had nearly forgotten. Both Chaldrin
and Mehrayn remained upon their knees, four warriors just beyond them, two with bows, two with
spears. Well aware of those warriors were the males, and perhaps for that reason was there no indication
about them that they considered the disobedience of interference. Thelook of the Selga had contained
congderable interest, as did the gazes of each warrior who was unconcerned enough with other matters
to look upon them, and this, too, were the males aware of. Much did it seem that the interest they drew
did more than the presence of ready weapons to bring about an earnest attempt at self-effacement by the
two, and this estimation was able to bring afaint smileto my lips despite the sobriety of the baance of the
happenings about me.

"Those maesfollow awar leader,” said |, making certain my tone contained the disdain it should. "They
are unschooled in the proper manner of behavior among the clansfor | have but recently given them let to
follow me, yet do | believe them possessed of just sufficient intelligenceto learn their place quickly. Inthe
absence of my commands, they will obey Wedin and Datil."

"They will learn to obey whatever warrior commands them,” said the Selgawith a sound of her own
disdain, drawing the eyes of the malesfrom me. For an ingtant did the two Sigurri alow rebellion to show
in those eyes at her words, athing which brought amusement to al who looked upon them and approval
to the Selga. "It pleases me to see that they are spirited,” said she, nodding somewhat at the stubbornness
the mal es attempted unsuccessfully to mask. "Taking the fire from afoolish mae brings haf the pleasure
to be had from one. Bring them aong aswell.”

Spears urged Chadrin and Mehrayn to their feet, matching touches to the one which was given me by the
Sedda behind me. | turned my attention from the hum of gpproval which arose a sght of the full size of
the two males, and gave it to the chore of waking without destroying whét little balance was left me by
the leather thong tied between my ankles. The Selgaled the way from our hdting place, two Sarrasaw to
our kand, and Wedin and Dotil were kept by their sster Summawell away from the bound interloper in
their midg.

The walk to where the tents had been erected for the visiting was longer and more difficult by cause of
the leasther upon me, the effort | was forced to bringing a heavy sheen of sweat to my body even before
we passed the lone abandoned wooden dwel ling which stood not far from where the Summa, the males,
and | had halted. The dwelling seemed odd where it stood surrounded by naught save the forests, yet
wasthe sight of it dso familiar from those few smilar sightsto be found upon the lands clamed by my
own clans. From time to time did city males attempt to take for their own the seemingly unused lands of
Midannawarriors, their intention being to kill the forestswhich fed usal, and put in its place those lines
of plantings which fed no more than those of the cities. Herds of tame beasts were also meant to be run
by these males, beasts which tasted of the unending captivity which wastheirs. In no manner would
Midanna alow the forests to be destroyed by those of the cities, therefore were the males removed from
our lands as quickly asthey were found. Some few found the timeto first erect adwelling, yet were they
ever denied the time to become accustomed to that dwelling.

At last did the forests open upon alarge meadow, one which contained the tents of those who had come
to the visiting. Benesth the lowering dark skieswhich seemed to press down the heat upon al beneath
them were the colored visiting tents of Midanna, the white of the Sarra, the orange of the Samma, the
violet of the Sarda, the brown of the Sedda, the yellow of the Sonna, the gold of the Selga, the rose of
the Sidda, the blue of the Summa, and the green of the Smma. Only the red of the Sillawas not to be
found, just asthe green of the Hostawould be absent from avisiting of my own clans, and thought of the
Hostawas again an illnesswithin me. Perhaps, were the clans unable to ride to their rescue, Midawould
take pity upon those who once rode in her name, and alow them the freedom of degth.



Theinner ring of tents were those of the war leaders, surrounding alarge open spacein the midst of
which stood the tent of the Keeper of their clans, atent which comprised dl the colors of al the clans of
their grouping. Rilas, Keeper of our own clans of Midanna, had told me of the choosing of anew Keeper
for the enemy clans, one who had not long before been awarrior. Ennat, who had been of the Sidda,
was not known to me, and the sight of her tent brought apprehension. The war leaders of the ninevisiting
clanswould be within that tent, for the Selgawho led ustook no other place as her destination. Eager
was the Selgato reach that destination, and at her command was the spear point applied even more
vigoroudy to my back, so that my steps, too, would be hastened. The touch of sharpened meta in my
flesh was no sensation of pleasure, and bound and disarmed as| was, my capture could not be
denied-yet was | not of amind to be hurried as though | were captive mae or city dave-woman. Despite
the abrupt presence of moisture other than sweet upon my back, my pace remained asit had been, filled
with some modicum of dignity. The Selgalooked upon mewith fury in her eyes, her lipsmoved briefly
without sound, and then did she turn and run on ahead, unable to wait longer to speak the news she
brought.

By the time the captive had been prodded before them, the nine war leaders of the clans had emerged to
stand without the tent they had so recently sat within. Warriorsin ever increasing numbers appeared as
well, dl staring curioudy upon the odd sight of the seeming Midannawho wore no clan colors, shewho
moved bound through their ranks as though the saw them not. Indeed was | able to give attention to none
save the ninewar leaders who awaited me with grim anticipation. True warriors of Midawere these war
leaders, each with her life Sgn swinging between her breasts, each with sword at her sde, each with
dagger in her leg bands, each with her clan colors secure about her hips. | halted and began to regard
them asthey regarded me, war leader to war leader, yet a gesture from the Selgawho had summoned
them from the tent ended my effort. Hands took my arms and hair and forced me to my knees, and a
spear butt upon the leather stretched between my ankles kept me so.

" She seems rather insolent for acaptive,” observed the Selgawar leader to her warrior, looking down
upon mewhere | struggled in fury to riseagain. "And sheis said to be war |eader to the Hosta and the
othersof her clansaswel|?"

"Sheiswithout doubt war leader to the Hosta," said another voice, one | knew. | turned my head and
looked up into the gray eyes of Ludir, war leader to the Smma. Green wasthe clan color of the Simma,
agreen different from Hosta green, and much red blood had been spilled in the battles between the
wearers of those two greens. Once, not long after | had taken the second silver ring of awar leader,
Ludir and I had met in battle. The broad scar across her middle was her remembrance of that battle, and
the gray of her eyes glittered as her |eft hand stroked that scar.

"I, too, know Jalav of the Hosta," said another voice, a strong voice unknown to me. From behind the
war |leaders stepped one who wore the long, many colored clan coverings of a Keeper, one whose light
brown hair was unlined with gray, one whose dark brown eyeslooked down upon me from a height
which was surely even greater than my own. Ennat the Keeper was far from the age of Rilas, yet was
there respect in the eyes of the war leaders who |ooked upon her.

"I will bethe oneto face her," said Ludir to Ennat, sending no more than a glance to the Keeper before
resuming her stare at me. Y ou are no longer awarrior, Ennat, and therefore no longer permitted the use
of asword. | have learned much in the kalod since last we met, and this| am eager to show the Hosta
trash.”

"For what reason do you believe we will dlow her the death of awarrior, Ludir?' asked another, she
who wore Sonnayelow. Renin was the name of the war leader who led the Sonna, awarrior of repute,
onewho had met every challengein ahand of kalod. Pleased anticipation gleamed from the light eyes of



Renin, anticipation of other than the witnessing of abattle to the desth. "Enemies captured while snesking
about are seldom accorded the treatment of warriors," said she. "Mogt often are they put to death with
the shame they, themselves, have indicated they deserve.

"I have neither comewith stedth, nor have | smply been captured!” | snapped at Renin, stiffening with
theinsult | had been given. "I have come to speak with war leaders of Mida, oneswho do not fear the
word | bring. Should al present prove to have naught save the courage of Renin, however, best would
undoubtedly bethat | be ended upon the instant.”

A mutter of outraged anger rose to match the outraged insult taking Renin, and those who stood about
above me closed somewhat with the object of their anger. So close were those warriors and war leaders,
some with handsto hilts; | struggled furioudy to free mysdlf of the leather which bound me, too angry to
countenance the thought of being put to death without striking al about me and taking as many as
possible of those who attacked with me. The leather bit into the flesh of my wristsas| struggled, adding
to my fury withitsrefusd to part, and then was my head sngpped painfully back by thefistful of hair
taken by Ennat.

"Y our youth islittle excuse for such foolishness, Jdav of the Hosta," said she, her voice and eyesfree of
the anger which gripped those others who stood with her. "No matter the manner of your capture, you
are no other thing than captive to us, one who may indeed be ended by our dightest whim. Onewho
knedls bound before her enemies may not give insult o fredly, for there are many things other than death
which she may be given in return. For what reason have you come here, then, if not to learn what you
might for those who follow you? What word might you speak to those who have interest only in spilling
your blood?’

The strength of her grip upon my hair did not lessen, nor was | ableto lower my head to ease the achein
my neck. She who was now Keeper to the enemy clans held me asthough | were awarrior-to-be,
caught in a disobedience which would not be overlooked. My lipsdrew back in asilent snarl as| met her
gaze, and faint amusement turned the corners of her mouth.

"Yes, | am aware of the fact that Keepers do not demand answers from war leaders,” said she, not
loosening her grip. "', however, am newly cometo the glory of being Keeper, and you do not stand as
war leader among us. It isfor those reasonsthat | ask you to indulge mein my harmlessfancy, and ask
aso that you reply to the queries | have put to you. In such amanner shal wedl learn, and that without
the necessity for spilling blood. Come, Jalav of the Hosta; it cannot be that you fear to speak?”

Theincreasein her amusement was clear as was the lessening of the anger in those to whom she was
Keeper. No longer did many hands curl about sword hilts, no longer was there the rumble of outrage; my
anger, too, seemed less than it had been, and that despite the manner in which | continued to be held. No
ggterly feding arose within me toward Ennat the Keeper, yet was there the very beginning of respect.

"Indeed do | fed fear, Ennat,” | husked, unable to speak clearly through so tautened athroat. "I fear that
theword | bring from Midawill go unheeded, and then shall the anger of the goddessfall upon those who
refuse to give ear to her messenger. | have seen the results of the goddess's anger, and truly does the
memory bring mefear.”

"Y ou claim to bring the word of Mida?' said Ennat, her amusement gone more quickly than it had come.
A long moment did she stand and stare upon me, and then did she release me and turn to the others. "l
ask that you alow the Hostato speak before us, war leaders,” said she, no hint of demand to her tone.
"The doing will causelittle harm, for she may be put to death at any time."

"The sooner thet, the greater my pleasure,” muttered Renin coldly though she did not deny Ennat's



request. A small number of the others nodded reluctantly, the respect they held for their Keeper diciting
grudging agreement, and dowly did they al reach the same position.

"I didike her insolence, yet shdl | be attentive to the words she speaks," said the Selgawar leader,
shaking back the brown hair which sought to curl about her arms. "It will be my pleasure to point up the
falsehoodsin them, to allow usthe sooner to begin our discussion upon her fate. That discussion, too, will
be short, yet not so her ending.”

"Best we take this matter within my tent,” said Ennat through the murmur of agreement which rose at the
words of the Selga, the Keeper's eyes studying the thick gray which rode the skies above us. " Already
do| fed thefirst drops of Midas continuing tears, and surely have we been blessed enough thisvisiting.
It would aso please meto return to my daru.”

At the Keeper's gesture my arms were taken so that | might be pulled to my feet, yet was our entrance
into the tent halted by the words of the Selgawarrior who had comefirst to announce my presence. Full
confident was that warrior that the difficulty | presented would quickly be seen to, therefore was she now
eager to see her own interests served.

"War leaders, what of the maleswho follow her?' she asked, asif she had just recalled the presence of
those maes. "Arethey to accompany her into the Keeper'stent, or am | to seeto their disposition?”

"Thereisno need of additional maesin thetent,” replied the Selgawar leader with some annoyance,
quickly gesturing aside the question. ™Y ou may do with them asyou please, for the Hogtais unlikely to
require further use of males™"

The Sdlgawarrior, pleased with the progpect of seeing to the new males, began to turn again toward the
two Sigurri, who had stiffened with the knowledge that they would no longer be alowed to accompany
me. No sound nor difficulty had come from them till that moment, and that despite the fact that Wedin
and Dotil had been taken elsewhere and had not returned; the decision asto their disposition was not
difficult to make, nor did | hesitate in the voicing of it.

"Selga,” | caled, hating her before she again faced the males she was so eager to seeto. "For the
moment you may have my maes, yet would you do well to recdl that | shdl examine them closdy when |
cometo reclaim them. Should | find aught amissthere will be areckoning between us, onein which you
will not be fortunate enough to find an ending. And yet, should it truly be your wish to see properly to
them, thereis athing which must be done. He of thered hair wasin asmall way disobedient, yet did |
lack the time to see to his punishment. Asheisnow in your possession, you may seeto the thing for

me"

A ripple of amusement at Mehrayn's suddenly reddened scowl sounded from those warriors who looked
on, clearly an appreciation that having been taken captive had not turned me unaware of that which was
necessary. To dlow amaeto go unpunished when he has earned it, will too often encourage the male to
repeset his offense. My action had shown him that he might not do as he pleased among Midanna, and
nods of approval came even from certain of the war leaders who stood about. The mae himself showed
little gpproval, nor did Chaldrin, yet were they turned away from where they stood and urged elsewhere
with spears before they might do more than cast dark glances upon the war leader they followed. The
Sedlgawho followed them aso looked briefly upon that war leader, yet was her glance more thoughtful
than those others which had touched me. She had redlized that avow had been given her, and such a
thing is never taken lightly by aMidanna

With the small distraction seen to, the nine war leaders and Ennat entered the Keeper'stent, their captive
held where she stood till her captors had gone before. The tears of Mida had begun to thicken beforel



wasthrust after, to enter the many-colored tent behind those who had aready returned to the places they
had so abruptly left. The clean black |eather of the tent floor was true pleasure to the bottoms of my fedt,
recalling to me a happier time with my own clan, atime before it had been necessary to ride the lands of
males and seek out those who joyed in the thought of spilling my blood. The aromaof brewed daru filled
the confines of thelarge, candle-lit tent with its full-flavored beckoning, curling about me and aso luring
me down paths of sweet memory. How often | had had daru in the tent of Rilas, Keeper of our clans,
downing pot after pot the while we spoke of -

" Hogta." The singleword, evenly spoken, returned meto the tent of Ennat, to again find mysdlf bound
before those who had no wish to call me sigter, to see those who would decide my fate seated upon the
black leather, to look up at mewhere| stood. Pots of brewed daru did they hold, with some number of
males seated a distance behind, near the fire, to serve the drink; Ennat done stood as| did, her eyes
upon me, the single word she had spoken hanging between us. When she gestured to those warriors who
stood beside and behind me, | was again forced to my knees, and then did Ennat take her own seat upon
the leather.

"Again must you be reminded that you stand before us as other than awar leader,” said Ennat, evenly.
"No more than captive are you, Jalav of the Hosta, and best would be that you recdl the fact.”

"Jalav has been captive many times since Midacalled,” said |, looking upon Ennat as she looked upon
me. "No matter the number of times, however, Jdav has ever remained awar leader, astate whose glory
may be taken by no other thing than asword. There are those about you who are able to explain to you
thetruth | spesk, Ennat.”

Littleliking for my words did it seem the Keeper had despite the express onlessness she held to, yet did
many of thewar leaders chuckle and look upon Ennat in amusement. No war leader had Ennat been but
awarrior, and none may know the fullness of war leadership without having hersdf dain for and taken the
second silver ring.

"Jdlav continuesin her insolence," said the Selgawar leader, Spping from her pot of daru the while her
eyes continued to hold to me. "Should thisbe dl Jalav has come to put before us, we would bewise to
begin a once adiscussion of her permanent disposition.”

"Indeed," said Renin of the Sonna, the yellow of her clan colors bright in the dimness of the tent. "1 would
seeto thisgreat Hostawar leader before what little courage | havefailsme.”

"My courage has not diminished from what it was," said Ludir of the Simna, smiling somewhat at the
words of Renin. "'l will facethisHostaas once| did, and thistime will her blood aone pool upon the
ground.”

"Sigers" said Ennat, her tone as calm and soothing as her smile. "Well do | know how eager you areto
seeto thisinterloper in our midst, yet has she been put to her knees before you and been bound at your
pleasure. Though all Midanna serve Mida, a Keeper's service is somewhat nearer to the mother of usal,
and | would hear what words the Hosta claims to bring from the goddess. Should we hear that whichis
patently untrue, you may then slence her in afitting manner.” In the grudging silence which followed,
Ennat turned to me. " Speek, Jalav of the Hosta," said she, looking deeply into my eyes. "Should it truly
be Midawho has sent you you must cause us to know it without doubt.”

The leather upon my wrigts bit again into my flesh, the pain doneteling of my attempt to part my bonds.
All those about me listened for what words | would spesk, yet what weight would they have coming from
one who was so clearly no more than a captive? Much did it seem, and scarcely for the first time, that
defeat rather than victory was the goal of she who had caused meto be placed in such astate, yet



thoughts of that sort were clearly foolishness. Only my success would bring Midathe force she required
to meet the strangers, and such aforce was desired by her above al else. Asit was necessary to speak
my tale from my knees | would do 0, yet would there be areckoning with certain of those war leadersin
the tent before | dlowed them to follow me.

"The matter beginswith the Crystals of Mida," said |, seeing the quick surprise Ennat showed. "Asal
here know, the Sillawere given the honor of guarding one, the Hosta the second. WWhen my warriorsin
the Tower of the Crystal were dain and our Crystal stolen, the Hostarode out to recover what was theirs
and capture those who were responsible for desecration and daughter. In such amanner did | first begin
my travelsthrough the lands of males, to return to her Midannathat which was Midas.”

No sound interrupted my narretive, therefore did | continue on through the balance of it, speaking briefly
upon each point and as little as possible upon the shame which had been given mein the service to which
| was bound. At times were the males gestured to those war |eaders who wished more of the daru, yet
were the actions done quietly, without an intent toward interruption. My knees began to ache through the
telling, and my wrists and arms aswell, the sweat poured from my legs which were covered by my hair,
and my back flared in pain from the leavings of the spear point which had touched me; neverthelessdid |
continue on, and at last came to an end. Deep, thoughtful silence held each of those who had listened,
and it was not unexpected when Ennat came to speak fird.

"And it wasin the city of these malesyou called to battle that Midalast walked your dreams?" she asked,
agrest disturbance upon her. "For what reason would the goddess choose an enemy to lead us? For
what reason would the glory not be given to one of our own?"

"Perhapsfor the reason that we are bel oved enough to be spared such glory," said the Summawar
leader, shewho was called Faris. Aslight-haired and light-eyed as Dotil was she, and well pleased had
she seemed when | had spoken of the capture of Dotil and Wedin as having been demanded by Mida so
that | might be guided to their vigiting place. "To have one's entire clan taken by maes so that one might
lead one's sisters unchallenged, to be given, time and again, into the capture of malesto do Midas
bidding, to appear before one's blood enemies and say they must follow and not day-No, Ennat, such
glory isbeyond my appetites. Might there be any here who see the matter differently?’

Faris|looked upon the others as she spoke, her wordsin no manner a chalenge, therefore were they
accepted without insult; however, agreement became another matter entirely.

"Should one accept the Hosta's tale as it was spoken, no," said the Selgawar leader, her tone full
thoughtful, her eyes upon Faris. "One must recall, however, that a particular presentation of an event may
not necessarily be atotaly correct or properly interpreted presentation. Aswe none of uswere present
at these events, how may we be certain of those thingswe are asked to judge'?’

"Y ou fed uncertain asto the disappearance of the Crystal guarded by the Silla, or perhaps upon the
disappearance of the Sillathemsalves?' asked Fariswith asound of faint disdain, returning the Selgalook
for look. "Aswe have discussed little ese thisvigiting, Kalir, | trust you will forgive my lack of
understanding of your skepticism.”

"My skepticismiseadly explained, Faris" returned the SdgaKalir, with afaint smile. "We have been
told that the Crystal of the Hostawas stolen, the Hostarode out to effect its return, and then was it
discovered thet the Sillahad given their Crystd in trade for maesto serve them. The culmination of this
entire affair isthe possesson by males of not only al of Midas Crystas, but of the Hostaand Sillaas
well. For what reason might we not suppose that it was the Silla's Crystal which was stolen, the Hostals
Crystal which was given in trade, and the Sillawar leader who was meant to lead us? Perhapsit isthe
Hostawho are held captive through Midas anger, and the Sillawho serve the goddess through required



torment, their war leader Zolin now riding in the name of Mida, this Jalav doing no more than attempting
to usurp her place and midead those who would follow her. How are we to know, save that we await
thereturn of Zalin?'

Faristhe Summa hesitated before the fooli shness spoken by the Selga, unable to say, of her own
knowledge, that such asupposition was false. My throat would have done well with a swallow or two of
daru after thelength of thetdle | had related, yet did | have sufficient spittle remaining to make a sound of
derison of my own, one heard easily above the patter of rain from without.

"Should it be your intention to await the return of Zolin," said | to the SelgaKalir, "best would be that you
provison yoursdf extremely well. Zolin now dwellswith Midain her Blessed Redm, undoubtedly regping
the rewards of her actionsin regard to the Crystal which was her sacred trust. Zolin thought to best Jalav

in the city of the maleswho had tainted Zolin's soul, yet did Zolin discover that Jdav stands behind

Midas shield. Had it been Zolin who stood in the right, surely would it have been Jdav who fell."

"A fair rebuttd," said Faristo Kdir, somewhat amused at the Selga's annoyance. "Areweto believe that
Midawould have dlowed Zalin to be bested had Zolin been her chosen? The shidd of Midaisall, with
no mere mortal ableto broachit."

"Granted,” said Kdir with continuing annoyance, rising to her feet to walk to where the males sat beside
the brewing daru. One of the malesrose to take her pot and seeto itsrefilling, though Kalir seemed
unaware. Her thoughts remained with the disagreement she wished to muster, and quickly was she
prepared to speak further.

"1 will, of course, grant the truth regarding Midas shield,” said she, taking her refilled pot with the same
inattention she had surrendered it. "However, we have the word of none save the Hostathat Zolin has
been bested. Well might it be that Zolin rides toward us this very moment.”

"Indeed may it well be s0," said Faris, looking to the Selga where she stood before the males. "However,
the possibility aso remainsthat Zolin hasindeed been dain. Were we to choose to await what the new
fey will bring, or perhapsthe following fey or the one beyond that, we may well discover thet it is Midas
anger which isbrought. To sit about doing naught may well prove the doing of fools."

"Do you propose, then, that we follow the Hosta?' demanded Kdir angrily. "We are to unquestioningly
accept the word of one who has ever been an enemy to us, sumbling in our haste to obey, asking no
sngle question upon her right to command us? This, you bdieve, would not be adoing of fools?'

Tight-lipped did Farislook upon Kair, unable to answer so pertinent an objection, adisturbed muttering
from the otherswho sat there, flowing about the stiffened forms of the two who engaged in verba battle.
With some smdll effort did | shift where | knelt, attempting to ease the discomfort and pain which held
me, atempting to search out the words which would cause these Midannato find belief in my task. What
words might be spoken had little difficulty €uding me, and then were there words from one who had for
sometimeremained slent.

" To bethe chosen of Midaisablessing, for Mida protects her own," said Ennat, her eyes directly upon
me, her voice again cam. "To have the shield of Midabefore oneisto have dl, for none may prevail over
onewho is so protected. To prove the point, one need only submit to testing, for in no other manner
might such a contention be shown as truth. With Midas aid, no chalenge will provetoo difficult to best.

"How wiseyou are, Ennat!" cried Kafir the Selgawith alaugh. "From her own tae hasthe Hosta faced
testing anumber of times beforethis, and clearly wasit indicated that she triumphed. Now isit given to
Midannato seeto her testing, to prove her truly worthy of Midasfavor."



"How eager you seem to prove her worthy, Kalir," said Faris, her tone having gone dry, her pot of daru
held negligently in her hand. "It cannot be that you contemplate more than atest to prove worth, more
than one might reasonably be expected to endure. Midanna are strong, and Mida's chosen must be
strongest of dl, yet must it aso be recalled that sheis merely chosen, not Mida hersdf.”

"Yet must it be proven that sheisindeed strong beyond the strength of Midanna," said Renin the Sonna,
risng to stand beside Kalir. "Should her tale be true and we are indeed meant to follow her, there must
be no least feding of doubt, no least cause to believe we follow one who is not the chosen of the
goddess. To survive atria any might survive would beidle, for it would prove naught.”

"And it isno other thing than the truth which we seek here," said Ennat, continuing to look only upon me.
"Should it truly be Mida's wish that we ride to battle with astranger at our head, we must know that that
stranger istruly our superior in al things, truly sent by the goddessto lead us. Y ou must consent to be
tested, Hostawar leader, else shdl your words and efforts come to naught.”

Again slence descended upon those in the tent, even the light eyes of Faris the Summa spesking of the
need to know full truth in the matter. No words not spoken by Mida herself would then suffice, | saw,
and the great wearinesswhich lay buried in me rose high again, bringing with it adeep, burning anger
which | was unable to acknowledge.

"Very well," said |, straightening mysdlf where| knelt, looking upon each of those who watched me so
carefully. "Testing hasindeed been my lot many times, most especidly whilein the capture of males.
Perhaps Midannawill find themsel ves able to accomplish that which the males were unable to do, and
Jalav will be ended. Such agtate is not without its benefits. Let usbegin at once.”

"For what reason are you o filled with bitterness, Jalav of the Hosta?* asked Ennat, curioudy. "Should
the words you spoke be true, you are more beloved by Mida than any other warrior a any time. Would
thisnot be cause for soul-blazing joy rather than soul-blighting bitterness?”

| thought upon each of the joys| had been given in my service to Mida, the joys of pain and humiliation
and shame, and saw at |ast the disgppoi ntment which had come to me when my acceptance among
Midannahad been no better than that which had been mine among maes. Thefeding was foolishness, |
knew, yet was| powerlessto chaseit from me. Oneis usudly untouched by the manner inwhich oneis
treated by enemies, yet were these dso Midanna, and | more touched than | had thought.

"Time enough for joy when | have survived your trids, Ennat,” said |, looking upon the Keeper with little
of the openness she hersalf showed. " The sooner we begin, the sooner will that joy cometo me.”

"An eagernessto face that which will surely be completely lacking in pleasure of any sort is
commendable," said Ennat with the faint smile which seemed to indicate degp understanding. "However,
despite your eagerness, our war leaders trust be alowed atime of discussion to determine the exact
nature of thetrials you will face. Y ou will remain our-guest for the remainder of thisfey and the darkness
following, and we will begin with the new light."

"And I, personaly, shall seeto her comfort,” said Kalir the Selga, showing pleasure. "One who was not
the chosen of Midawould require agood dedl of uninterrupted rest, to prepare her for the rigors she
must face; one who ridesfor the goddess, however, will not require the same. Victory will be hersno
matter the barriers erected in her path.”

"The war leader Kdir speaksthe truth, Faris of the Summa," said Ennat to the Summawho clearly
gathered hersdlf for protest, ending the other's words before they were begun.

"The Hostamust triumph with no aid whatsoever, even in the face of distinct opposition, € se shdl the



trials have no more meaning than words of ingstence. Surely you are able to seethis?'

"Aye, my vison iscompletely unimpaired, Ennat," said Fariswith aglance for Kalir'samusement, risng to
her feet to look down upon the Keeper. "It seems, however, to require more than unimpaired vison to
see where lies the honor in these doings of ours. The Summaeither greet sisters or end enemies; never do
they find amusement in the plight of others. A pity the same cannot be said of the Selga.”

She turned then and walked toward the fire above which hung the daru, giving no heed to the venomous
look sent her by Kadir. Truly among her own would Kdir have been with the Silla, those who took grest
pleasurein the agony of others.

"And yet this-plight was freely accepted by the intruder among us," said she, restraining her anger. "The
greater the number of difficultieswe give her to overcome, the more certain will we be upon the question
of her position. Benetros, come stand beside me.”

At the summons, one of those maleswho served by the fire rose and came forward, halting beside the
Selgaas she had commanded. Dark-haired and dark-eyed was the mae, of aheight greater than Kdlir,
perhaps even somewhat larger than mysalf. What might be seen of the male both above and below the
colorlesswrap about his middie showed him to be well made, and the manner in which he looked upon
me showed him to be one with the Selga.

"Benetros cameto take, yet remained to give," said Kalir with asmile. "He thought to have aMidannaas
dave-woman, then found more pleasure in himsdf giving service. As he has been thoroughly taught the
proper manner with war leaders, he will seeto the comfort of our guest till the time her presenceis
required at thefirgt of the trials. Does any here object to this?'

Kalir looked about hersalf, most especialy at Faris, yet the Summadrank freshly poured daru with her
back to the Selga, no longer willing to spend words uselessly. Were to survive what trials were put
before me the Summawould find further words, yet wasit necessary thet | first demonstrate my
worthiness of her support. None might fault Farisfor her doing for she had, in honor, attempted to deal
farly with adifficult Stuation. Were | permitted to triumph over what lay before me, | would not forget
such honorable trestment of onewho was, in strictest truth, an enemy.

Asnone had given denia to Kdlir, the Selga had turned to the male beside her, spoken softly so that only
he might hear, then had smiled in approva at hisnod of agreement. Despite the difficulty of my postionin
that tent, it undoubtedly would have aided me to remain during the discussionsto come, therefore was |
annoyed when the maeimmediately turned from Kalir and gpproached me. | was able to see the frown
upon Ennat as the male went to one knee before me, then was | taken by thewalst and raised to his
shoulder, amoment later hanging head down as he rose again to hisfeet. My anger was grest that the
Selgawould dare have me done so, asthough | werein truth no other thing than a captive and adave,
yet did | speak no word of protest as the male bore me from the tent. | looked upon the Selga and met
her smirk with the gaze of awar leader of the Hosta, promising atime when the matter would be seen to
between us with swords. She smirked as though the silent vow | had made was meaningless, and | grew

truly angry.

Without the tent were the tears of Mida, falling heavily upon the grass and tents, darkening the light of the
fey even more than the gray of the skies. No warrior stood about to see the manner in which the male
carried me, one arm about my legs, to atent lacking al evidence of clan colors, one which stood not far
from the Keeper'stent and was of asize larger than most. The male hurried through the rain, making no
attempt to keep me from looking al about as best | might, and | wondered upon the oddity of one who
served Midanna being hurried by even so heavy arain. Among certain of the clans, males were often
used benegath the tears of Midato seek an added blessing, one which would give the birth of no more



than daughtersto that clan. Quite possibly the male who carried me had been used so, therefore wasthe
reason for hishurry unclear-till we reached the unmarked tent and entered it. The voices of other males
greeted him but the male remain silent till he had dropped me to the tent floor, in candle-lit dimness.

"How angered you seem, wench," said this Benetros with a silent laugh, looking down upon mewhere |
lay attempting to loosen the leather which bound me. Three other males, dso clad in colorless hip
coverings, cameto stand besde thefirgt, clearly upset.

"Surely, Benetros, that isaMidanna," said one. "' Also does she wear the second Silver ring of awar
leader. To do her soisto invite adeath more horrible than | care to contemplate. Have you lost your
wits?'

"My wits remain sound, Telemar," replied the male Benetros with alaugh, dragging hisarm across his
face to wipe away the tears of Midawhich covered him. "Thiswench isin truth Midanna, yet isshe
enemy to those whom we serve. | have been commanded to see to her in whatever manner | please, with
the aid of any others| choose. Would you careto join mein the use of awar leader?"

"Intruth?" asked the male Telemar, his eyes widened as he again looked down upon me. "To again be
permitted to take awench, rather than being taken by one! And she awar leader! Indeed would | care
to join you, Benetros, even should the time allowed be no more than reckid.”

"The time alowed is hind, therefore may you othersjoin usaswell,” said Benetros to those two who had
not yet spoken, then did he seat himsalf beside me upon the soft tan leather of the tent floor. "It pleases
me greetly to have had you given to me, wench. From the words you spoke to the war leaders-and from
those which remained carefully unspoken-1 am of the belief that you have been taught to serveaman
well. Inthe hind to come, | will seethat you serve me exceedingly well."

"I have been taught to serve males with sword and dagger,” said | to Benetros, then did | look upon the
others. "That | am currently bound in lesther ismeaningless, for | mean to win my freedom with the new
light. Those who offer meinsult now will surely berecdled at thet time.”

"Ah, but we shdl offer you no insult,” laughed Benetros even as one of the silent males shuddered and
quickly waked to the far sde of the tent. The touch of ahand to my breast immediately returned my
attention to the darkhaired male who sat beside me, and again he laughed. "We offer you only pleasure,
war leader,” said he, "for you are surely made for no other thing. What lovely mounds you have, so high
and full, calling to aman to put his hands and lips upon them. | fed sure you will quickly be brought to
begging what pleasure you may be given-should it be our wish to giveit.”

" She shows naught of arousal, Benetros,” said Telemar with unease, seating himself carefully to my other
sdeas| growled and attempted to didodge the hand of thefirst male. "Are you certain she may be made
to desire us-and will not retain her anger?"

"Her anger isgreat, yet it will soon be put aside,” said Benetros with much confidence, his amusement
undiminished. "After we have caused her to squirm and beg and debase hersdlf, her shame will be too
great for her to ever approach us again. Have no fear, Telemar, for | have dwelt among these Midanna
longer than you, and therefore have a degper understanding of them. Our deaths will not wipe away the
shame she will fed, for shewill have been proven less than we-and she will not, in any event, survive the
trids shewill face with the new light. Wewill be the last to take pleasure from this body, therefore shall
we take as much as we are able, eh, brother?”

"Indeed," said the second male, his unease remaining, yet was that unease overcome by hisdesireto use
awar leader as he had been used by them. My anger was indeed greeat as the hands of Benetros went to
the ties of my breech. for the shaming | wasto be given was at the command of Kair the Sdlga. Again |



struggled to loosen the legther which bound me, usdlesdy doing naught as the breech was pulled away,
and then was ahand between my thighs, touching me in amanner intended to raise my heat. My shock
was deep, then, yet was it an entirely unexpected shock. The shame | had anticipated had not come, nor
would it, for | continued to wear my life sgn! No desire for amale ran through my blood, no need was
awakened, no awareness of the touch as anything other than atouch upon my flesh anywhere. | would
not respond to the male no matter his efforts, and surely would this keep him from me,

"Benetros, she continuesto be unaroused,” said the third male, he who had not yet spoken, he who now
crouched down beyond my feet. "Should you fail to arouse her, you may not use her."

"I must use her," muttered the first mae, no longer amused dueto thefalure of his efforts. Anger seemed
to hold the male, and agood ded of fear, and lines of upset entered his face as his eyes hardened. "Kdir
has demanded that | use her, and | must not disobey. Should | fail shewill send mefrom her, and |
cannot bear the thought. And you two shall aid me, else shdl | make it known that you disobeyed the
word of awar leader! This one shall be ended with the new light, yet Kalir will remain; do you wish her
to betold of your disobedience?"

The near-shrillness of Benetros caused the other two to look upon each other with great upset, yet there
was naught they might do to deny the will of thefirst male. They dared not disobey the word of awar
leader, and to them | was not the war leader they must obey. A thrill of apprehension flashed through me,
bringing me atouch of cold in the heat of the tent, and then was Benetros again |ooking down upon me,
his hands now moving al aout my body.

"No more than one of us need be aroused, wench,” said he, thelook in his eyes far from pleasant.
"Though you are somehow ableto resst my touch, thefed of you is more than enough for my own
arousal. Should you wish to be spared agony, you had best dlow your own lubrication.”

With that did his hands go to the leather upon my ankles, freeing one side of it, causing meto again throw
mysalf about and kick. It was not possible to dlow my body to protect itself, and as my kneeswere
forced wide and Benetros came to present himself to me, | knew that the first of my tridswas at hand. A
Midannawill sooner have pain than shame, yet where the surviva of many isat stake, even shameis
preferableto failure. With difficulty did Benetros thrust within me, beginning the thing, and well aware
was | suddenly made of the fact that darkness had not yet falen. Hind had the male spoken of, and hind
did it become.

CH 10. Thefruits of success-and betrayal

Thenew fey was as gray asthelast had been, lacking only thefdl of Midastears. A small breeze
touched me as | walked to the urging of the male's hand upon my arm, the smal movement of the air
bringing only asmal lessening of the heat which sat upon al like awarrior upon agando. Many warriors
looked upon me as | was taken past them, therefore did | attempt to straighten myself as| walked, as
befitted awar leader of Midanna. What success | had | was unable to judge, for no more than wordless
murmurings came to me from those who watched, and then was | gpproaching Ennat and the nine war
leaders, they who would decideif | indeed rode as the chosen of Mida.

"We greet you, Jdav of the Hosta," said Ennat as| hated before her, yet she frowned rather than smiled.
Indeed was the Keeper larger than |, and as | attempted to straighten even further in my stance, her hand
cameto my shoulder. "How great isthe pain you fed?" she demanded in low-voiced anger, her
sharpened glance touching the male beside me. "What number of hind of deep were you alowed?!

The mae Benetros drew hisbreath in low and backed a step, yet | made no effort to look upon him. His
obedience to Kalir had been complete, as was the obedience of the other males, and it had been their



spendings aone which had kept the time from giving to them the pain it had given to me. Had | not worn
my lifesign | might well have been unable to walk, and unconsciousness rather than degp had taken me
for somefew hind of the darkness. Had | expected to awaken healed and free of pain | would have
found great disappointment, yet had | expected nothing of the sort. Only deep, grievous wounds did my
lifesgn hedl, and too lengthy a use by maeswas not the same. The sole benefit | had regped from the
darkness past was the unbinding of my wrists, and | had come to myself with the new light with much of
the pain of first movement dready past. | met the anger in Ennat's gaze with something like annoyance,
and shook my head @ her.

"What matterswhat pain | feel or what rest | have had?" | asked, my voice aslow as hers had been. "Is
the chosen of Midanot able to conquer all, pain and weariness dike? Or isit Midaaonewho isable to
do so, her chosen no more than awar leader with her blessing? Perhaps we will soon learn the truth of
the thing, Ennat, you and your war leadersand | aswell."

"We are here to begin atesting, not to engage in idle chatter,” came the annoyance-filled voice of Kalir
before Ennat was able to reply to me. The Keeper and | turned our heads to look upon the Selga, and
much satisfaction filled her eyes a my appearance. | stood without covering or weapon of any sort, the
aches of my body clearly spread al through me, and such was in accordance with her most ardent
desires. Deep hatred had the Selgafor she who was Jdav, and little attempt did Kalir make to disguise
thefeding.

"Theterm testing may not be equated with the term 'execution,’ save possibly &t itsend,” said Faris of the
Summa, looking upon Kair with thinly velled disgust. "Has the Hosta been alowed provender, either
during the darkness or at the beginning of thisfey? Our am in thistesting isto make success difficult, not
wholly impossible. That would prove naught save that Mida's chosen was morta, athing we are aready
aware of "

"Faris speskstruly,” came another voice before Kalir might reply, surprisingly thevoice of Ludir. She
who wore Simnagreen stood hersalf beside Faris and looked upon the Selgawith little gpprova. "There
islittle glory to be found in facing one who has difficulty in holding hersdf erect, and little honor in sending
such aone forth to survive against great odds. | would have the Hosta survive to face me, Kdlir, and
would have the besting of her to be sweet. Should we alow you to continue as you have so far done, |
will have neither thing."

"I, too, must cast my vote with Ludir,” said Renin of the Somnawith great reluctance, yet with no
uncertainty. "Though it would please meto end the Hostawithout delay, if we have committed ourselves
to testing, we must proceed with honor. Never have | faced a chalenger who was unfit to face me, and
never shdl | do so. To handicap the Hosta too greetly isto make amockery of our avowed intentions,
and | will have none of it. At the very least she must be given water, for no one may face this heat without
it and survive."

Kdir the Selgalooked al about hersdlf, seeing agreement even on the faces of those who stood with her.
Again shefought down her anger, and then she faced the three who had spoken in opposition to her with
anod.

"Very well," said she, her capitulation stiff with resentment. " The Hostamay have what weater she
requires, that and no more! What sensein testing her in thefirst place, if the testing is not to be nearly
impossible to survive? Are we not agreed that she must triumph against odds which we, ourselves, could
not hope to best? Do you wish to find the necessity of following onewho is given victory through the
efforts of those who fed pity for her? The chosen of Midawill survive without the efforts of others, for
Mida hersdf stands beside her. Will you hold your pity in abeyance, so that the truth might be known? I
you do nat, thisfoolishness may the well be ended upon the moment.”



Again wasthere silence caused by the words of the Selga, a sillence which returned alarge measure of
satisfaction to her. Truly well versed in twisting words was Kalir, yet was there no denid of the truth she
spoke. Water was brought me, awetness which flowed down the burning channel of my throat and
returned some measure of strength to me, and then did Ennat briefly touch my shoulder again.

"Thefirst of your trials may well become dso thelast, Jdav of the Hosta," said she, speaking the words
required of her with gravity and clarity. ™Y ou will enter the forests heregbout just as you are, without
wespons of any sort, and behind you will come many warriors of our clans. Those warriors have been
charged to hunt you down, and will do so with dl the skill they possess. Only with Midasaid will you
find yoursdlf able to eude them, and thisyou must do till darkness hasfdlen. At that time, if you are able,
you must return here uncaptured and undetected, else shal thetria be looked upon as afailure on your
part. Should you be captured you will be dain, and should you return there will be other trids. How say
you?’

"I am to go into the forests, done and unarmed, to eude dl pursuit till darkness, and you ask what |

say?' | smiled somewhat at the sobriety of the Keeper, then did | move my eyesto Kair where she
stood, wrapped in smug complaisance. "l say that | will return when darkness hasfalen, and perhaps see
to atask or threewhich | now leave undone. No true follower of Mida need fear that return.”

"No one of any sort need fear that return,” said Kalir, her complaisance undisturbed. "Whét reason to
fear areturn which will not occur?'

"Y our continued salf-possession pleasesme, Sdlga,” | said, my haf smile widening abit. "Midafrowns
upon giving chdlengeto thefearful.”

"Also does Mida frown upon accepting challenge from the dead,” she returned, still undaunted. ™Y our
aurviva intheforestsisimpossible, therefore do | look forward to your return--dragged lifeless behind
those who day you. In no other manner shal you return.”

Again | dlowed my smileto widen, yet rather than reply | turned from her, to look upon Ennat. The
Keeper returned that ook with agood dedl of penetration, perhaps seeing that | spoke only to bring
disquiet to the Selga, for the pain and weariness | felt would likely do for me exactly asthe Selgawished.
No words did Ennat speak upon what she saw, however, for other words waited in their place.

"Once you have reached the forests, our warriors will wait no more than two hands of reckid before
following," said she, her sobriety turned to calm. "Should you truly be Mida's chosen, | ask that she guard
you as only she may do; should you be other than chosen, | ask that she dlow your soul what peace it
has earned in your place as her war leader. Y ou may now begin.”

Those about me stepped back at the words which signaled the onset of thetrid, and 1, with what strength
and dignity was left to me, turned and made for the edge of the forests across the meadow. Those
warriors who watched the proceedings formed an aide of sorts, one it was considerably easier taking
than ignoring. | walked the aide far across the meadow, beneath the eyes of warriors without number and
the gray of the skies, walked beyond the aide, then entered the forests.

Two hands of reckid, | thought as | looked about, taking mysdlf from the sight of those behind as quickly
as| was able. Two hands of reckid to el ude the pursuit of countless numbers of warriors, dl fresh and
dert, al eager to bring down the enemy who had dared to attempt claiming their leadership. Much did |
believethat thetria was of Kdir'sdevisng, yet it mattered not. A chosen of Midamight well survivethe
time, yet the aid of the goddess was unlikely to be given me. Triumph or failure would be mine aone, and
yet would failure be punished as though | had been offered aid and had spurned it. Thiswas| certain of
above dl other things, therefore was it necessary that | make the attempt.



| sumbled past bushes and treesfor avery short time, painfully aware of how little distance | had put
between mysdlf and the visiting meadow, and then did | see that which caused meto hdlt, blinking in
confusion. A small patch of green cloth hung upon abush beside asmall patch of blue cloth, and the
strangeness extended beyond the presence of cloth upon abush in the forests. The blue was Summa
blue, yet the green was Hosta green, a color not easily found in thoselands. | remained where | had
hated another moment, finding difficulty in believing what | saw, for surely Fariswould not have gone
againgt the decision of her sister war leaders to such an extent that assistance would be-

| halted the thought even as | began moving forward again, silently cursing the mindlessness which flowed
from my weary and aching body upward. Faris was not alone in wearing Summa blue, and though Wedin
and Dotil had not been able to remain by my side, they had clearly not forgotten the vow they had made.
| gained the cloth-hung bush quickly, paying no heed to the flashes of greater pain which attempted to
clam me despite the life sign | wore, then began to look about. Naught was | able to see asde from the
circle made by that bush and the onesit stood with, and for amoment | knew despair; perhapsthe cloth
had been left as merely atoken, areminder that others stood with me. What aid atoken would be |
knew nat, for even the knowledge that Ssters kept mein their thoughts was not sufficient to overcome
the ravages of the darkness. | drew my hand across my face to take the sweat from my eyes, and till |
saw naught which would be of aid to me. No more than the bushes and the cloth was there, and best
would be to remove the cloth before continuing on.

My limbs fluttered with fatigue and throbbed in an echo of the pain | felt elsewhere, yet would | continue
on aslong as possible, attempting theimpossible. | pulled the cloth from the bush, both Hosta green and
Summablue, yet did the blue cloth fal from my uncertain grip and float to the ground some smdl distance
within thering of bushes. Wearily yet with a certain haste | went to one knee, reached within the ring for
the cloth | dared not leave behind-and only then saw the second bit of cloth in green. Seemingly half
buried in the grass did it gppear, and had | not gone to one knee, | would surely have missed it among so
smilar agreen asthe grass. With the difficulty of sweat and weariness-blurred sight inthe gray of a
lowering fey, truly must it have been Midasdoing that | saw it at al. Now was there truly aneed for
haste, so that the doings of both sisters and goddess not be undone.

Inagait more like a hobble than that of a hunter and warrior, | took branches and returned theway | had
come, then retraced my steps afina time, obliterating those steps and the previous ones as | went. No
sign of my passage did | leave, and once returned to the circle of bushes, | threw the branches asfar as
my rapidly fading strength would alow. Only then did | lift the disguising cover from the pit dug inthering
of bushes, taking great care not to disturb the grass arranged upon the close frame of branches. The pit
was twice the depth | required and long enough to alow meto stretch out full length, and briefly did |
send my thoughtsto my Summasigters, for the doing must truly have taxed them greetly. All over
atremble | eased mysdlf into the pit, then replaced the frame of branches and grass. Surely some of the
grass must have been disturbed by my movement of the frame, yet was there naught | might do for it. The
two hands of reckid | had been given were surely gone, as surely asthe strength | had spent in haste. |
fingered the cloth | had taken with meinto the pit and attempted to ignore how grest the heat and lack of
ar were, for it was necessary that | listen for those who came behind me. Although the pain | felt began
to flash with grester urgency, it was necessary that | make no sound which would draw the pursuit to me.
| lay inthe pit upon my back, attempting to fed naught of what had been done to me, attempting to listen
for those who came behind, and in such away did the darknessfind me, ending al of my attempts.

The sound of Midastears camefirst, pattering al about and bringing a grest coolnessto my body. For a
moment | knew not where | was, and then did memory return of the pit | had found, the pit which had
seemingly not been found by others. | moved somewhat in the damp and wet which had seeped through
the covering of grassto reach me, and was grestly surprised to discover that both weariness and pain
were no longer mine. The deep | had dept had been the deep of heding, afact dso attested to by the



great hunger | felt.

With gresat pleasure | stretched asfar asthe pit would alow, then did | beginto fed al about mein the
dark, seeking that which would surely not have been forgotten by those who had prepared the pit. Ina
moment my hand touched legther, and amoment later saw me stretched upon my side, taking grest bites
of the roast kirol which had been left in the leather sack. Also did my sense of smell inform methat daru
had been |eft, yet had | agrester need of the kirol. Healing hunger was athing which might not be
overlooked, and | ate with greater appetite to know that Mida had not truly abandoned me. Much did it
seem that | had migudged the goddess, and yet, how might | not have done so? To fully understand the
will of the gods, one must needs be agod hersdlf, and this JAav most certainly was not. No more than
mortal was Jalav, with mortal loves and hates. Thiswould Kalir learn, though possibly not believe, when
Jdav returned to the visiting meadow.

Without haste did | finish both provender and daru, and only then did | lift the frame above me
somewhat, to see what part of thefey it was. Through the heavily faling tears of Mida, | was ableto see
that darknesswas not far distant, thetime | had hoped it would be. With great care did | lift the frame
higher and take mysdlf out of the pit, giving slent thanks to the goddess for the strength of her tears. My
body and hair were well covered with the mud the bottom of the pit had become, and it would be
necessary to wash that mud from me before | returned to the visiting camp. | had no wish to give even
the smalest hint of the manner in which | had survived the trid to those who waited, for surdly would they
consder the matter done with the aid of one other than Mida. They would not see that Mida had aided
me aswadll, and al would have gone for naught. No, the truth was not for those who waited, for truth isat
timesmore mideading than lies.

With the mud findly washed from me, | began my return to the visiting tents. Thistime were those who
searched weary and aching, and she who duded them wdl rested and in full hedlth. Not without difficulty
did | passthose who continued to hunt me, yet was | as much Midanna as were they, not city
dave-woman or male to make my presence known throughout the forest. At timeswas it necessary to
crawl upon my belly, the ends of my hair trailing in the mud, the rain beating upon me asthough in anger,
yet did | make my way at last to the tent of Ennat. Through growing shadows close about the tents had |
crept, yet was| proudly erect when | stepped through the opened tent flap before those who waited; the
glare of the animal-fat candles bringing a narrowing to my eyes. At first was there no notice taken of she
who stood silently by the opened flap, and then did Ennat look up with a start of surprise.

"Despite the uncertainty caused by therains” said |, disallowing any other to speak before me, "I believe
it must be agreed that darkness hasfdlen. Isthistrid now done with?'

"Hosta, you have returned!” cried Faris, rising quickly to her feet with anumber of the other war leaders.
"Despite the difficulties you faced, you are dive and unharmed!”

"Morethan merely dive and unharmed,” said Ennat, awondering to her tone, she making no attempt to
gtand as did others. "The pain and weariness no longer trouble you, and that after afull fey of being
hunted. Surely must the hand of Mida have caressed you, and wrapped you firmly about to shield you
from harm. Isit possible to retain any doubt of this?*

"It ismore than possible to retain doubt!" snapped Kalir, atrue fury upon her, her hands turned to fists at
her sdeswhere she stood. "Those who hunted the Hostawere unable to find her track through the
forests, thereforeisit likely that she was met and taken away by others, most probably a number of those
who follow her! Having been tended carefully throughout the fey, she now stands before uswith the
pretense of full health, yet am | not to be taken in like a credulous Keeper! The Hosta hasfailed the tridl,

| say, and must be executed!"



"So | havefailed,” said |, again disallowing othersto spesk before me, my gaze soldly upon Kalir asl
moved from the flap. "There were those awaiting me in the forests you say; very well, whet of their track?
Inwhat manner did those who leave no track carry me swiftly enough to e ude hunting Midanna? Where
was | taken? How isit | was able to return without them? And should my full health be no more than
pretense, for what reason do you cal for execution rather than give the challenge? Speak again to me,
Selga, and say that a hand other than Mida's soothed away what you gave.”

| stood before the Selgaand looked down upon her, finding the fury in her gaze pleasant to meet. A short
step back did the Selgatake, plain acknowledgment of my own fury, no words coming forth to answer
the verba chalenge | had given. Thiswas the manner in which one demanded the leadership of warriors,
giving challenge to any who would deny that demand. | stood wegponless and without covering, yet did |
stand free, astate Midanna vaued above dl things save honor.

"Jdlav of the Hosta," said Ennat, gently intruding in the quarrel between two war leaders with gpology in
her tonefor theintrusion. | turned my head to look upon her, and saw that the wonder continued to
possess her. "'In what manner were you hedled through Midas intervention?' she asked, much longing to
know in the question. "In your tale you spoke of the many times Mida's blessed aid was yours, yet no
true explanation was vouchsafed us. Does she gppear before you and lay hands upon you?”'

"No, Ennat,” | replied, somewhat amused to see that the Keeper retained her place upon the leather.
Wl might it have been that she had no wish to stand taler than Mida's chosen, and that was indeed
amusing. "ltisMidasgift which bringsme hedling,” said I, raising my hand to touch my lifesign. "Before
my visit to Midas Realm upon thisworld, my life Sgn was of wood, as arethe life signs of other
Midanna. Not only was its substance changed, it now protects my well-being aswell asmy soul. Its
powers have proven themsel ves beyond doubt.”

"By the Sword and Shield!" breathed Ennat, no longer able to keep from rising and approaching me. Her
eyesclung to my life sgn and her hand reached out to touch fingerstoit, yet did the hand hat just short
of the Crystal-like hadat, as though such atouching would be sacrilege. " Surely was it Mida's doing thet |
failed to see sooner what life sgn you wore," said she, raising her eyesto mine. "To have the truth of your
words proven in such amanner was clearly necessary, as necessary asthetria which you survived.
There dill, of course, be no further trids.”

"Therewill befurther tridd" camethe snarl of Kadir, the sole objection to Ennat's statement. All joined
me in looking upon the Selga, who was now even more taken with fury. "Have you, dl of you, forgotten
that thisisaHogta?" she demanded of her Sster war leaders, her furious gaze touching al save Ennat.
"Have you forgotten your anger a her insult, Renin? Or you your desireto face her, Ludir? Have the
Hosta never spilled Sammablood, Tarit, or Sardablood, Telin, or Seddablood, Belat? Will the Sarra
now greet the Hostaas ssters, Mdid? Will the Siddanow crawl to the will of an enemy, Hirin? Thetrid
was survived by trickery, ssters, of this| could not be more certain! We must continue to test her till her

perfidy has been exposed!”

"Or till you have succeeded in ending her, Kadir?' asked Renin the Sonna, her tone and expression sour.
"Indeed did | find insult at her words, yet wasthat insult given so that my sistersand | might be spared
Midas anger and punishment. | may look upon one who has such concern for mysalf and my clan asno
other thing than asgter.”

"And my desireto face her isno more,” said Ludir the Smna. "Surely would | refuseto do so even
should she now accept my challenge, leaving mewith great dishonor. As Midahas sent her to us, how
might | raise abladeto her, when it has been clearly demanded that | follow her? What once wasis now
no more, for Mida has shown us her will."



"We have been shown no more than the Hostals will," said Kalir, her fury having grown cold and deadly,
her gaze moving briefly to the others before returning to me. "1 cannot and will not believe that Mida
would send an enemy to lead us, and so shdll | proveto dl of you. |, mysdlf, shal face the Hostacome
the new light, and when she falls before me, then shall the will of Midabe known! Blade to blade there
may be no trickery, therefore shall the contest decide dl; till then, | demand that she continue asa

captive”

High and angrily proud was held the heed of Kdir, she who knew the will of Midamore clearly than any
other. Again was there the silence of dismay among the others, for challenge had been givento oneit
might well be sacrilege to chalenge---or one who might yet prove an impostor. Touched again by
confusion and doubt, these war |leaders knew not where the truth lay, therefore wasit my place to show
it them.

"Wiseindeed isMidathe golden,” said I, giving to Kdir a shadow-smile indicating my extreme pleasure.
"No more than one Midannalife shall belost to the sword of her chosen, and that life one of little
consequence. Come the new light we will meet, Kdlir of the Selga, one war leader to another, kill
againg skill. Midawill be pleased to spesk of your error when you have reached her Ream.”

"My First Question to Mida, when | have at last atained her Realm, will be upon the reason for your
having attempted so foolish a deception,” replied Kdir, no amusement whatsoever to be seen upon her.
"Asyou will have preceded methere, she may well give the answering of it to you. Whereis sheto be
confined for the darkness?"

Thelast of her words were addressed to those who stood about the tent in uncertainty, those who knew
not which way to bend in the gde. Ennat stood and gazed solely upon me, far less uncertainty within her
than that which held the others, and when none other answered the demand of the Selga, it was shewho
took up the spear of challenge.

"To confine onewho islikely Midas chosen is not athing to be honorably done by Midanna," said she,
gpesking comfortably as that one among the clanswho is closest to the goddess. "Jaav of the Hosta-who
may well soon be Jalav of the Midanna-Will you accept the hospitality of our clansfor this darkness,
given freely despite the unavoidable hesitation we fed ? Never before have we been faced with adecision
such asthis, therefore do we ask your forbearancettill the matter of chalengeisdone.”

"Indeed isthis matter unlike any to have gone beforeit,” said I, pleased that it would not be necessary for
me to refuse confinement. It was not then possible for me to accept such athing and gtill retain what
standing | had achieved in the eyes of the other war leaders, afact undoubtedly well understood by Kdlir;
for no other reason would she have suggested such athing. "The hospitality of the clansisan honor |
accept with pleasure,” said |, "an honor which shows the true generosity of the clans. Further words may
be spoken between us once challenge has been answered. "

"If challengeisanswered!" snapped Kdlir, nearly beside hersdlf with rage. "To alow thisHosta freedom
of the camp isto dlow her to run from chalenge once dl eyes are no longer upon her! The new light will
show the truth of my wordd"

Fury took the Selgafrom the tent in broad strides, a departure which left asilence tinged with
embarrassment behind. Midannawere not wont to give such insult even to those who have been
challenged, most especialy not once the challenge has been accepted. | kept my eyesfrom the flap Kalir
had used asthough | knew naught of what she had said, and Ennat bresthed asigh in gratitude.

"I must give gpology for having naught save amaestent to offer,” said she, asthough no interruption had
occurred. "Should you prefer to remain here, as my guest, it will be my honor to haveyou, yet do | fed



that the privilege of solitude has been earned by you. Will you spesk your preference?”

"A tent of maleswill do mewell enough, should the males themselves be kept from the giving,” said |,
showing to Ennat asmdll grimace. "l have, of late, been given far too generous anumber of maes™

Ennat colored somewhat at my comment, exchanging quick glances with those others who stood about,
yet was she relieved despite her embarrassment at what Kalir had done. Her embarrassment would have
been considerably greater had | asked aplace in her own tent, for the fina chalenge had not yet been
answered. To say | would send Kdlir to Mida's Realm was not to do the thing, and should | somehow
fal instead, the Keeper would be | eft with the shame of having sheltered an enemy and aliar. To accept
the hospitdity of al the clanswould be to spread the shame and thin it, so that none would fed it more
than any other.

"I will have my clan Ssters see to the emptying of thetent,” said Faris of the Summa, something of
amusement to be seen in her eyes. " Should the maes have no other tasks they must seeto, they will be
given the opportunity of pleasing my warriors, afar more difficult task than the last they were ordered to.
Should they not prove pleasing, they will regret it.”

With anod to me did Faristake hersdf out of the tent into the darkness and till-faling rain, and Renin of
the Sonna gestured to the leather we stood upon.

"As Ennat has offered you our hospitaity and you have accepted,” said she, "perhaps you will St awhile
and take daru with us. There are certain pointsin your tale | would have you speak more fully upon, such
asthe city of maleswhich was taken by you and your warriors.”

"And Midas Ream upon thisworld,"” said Ennat, an eagernessin the gaze she looked down upon me
with. "Greatly would it please meto hear further upon that glorious place.”

Words came from the others aswell, words of true interest and encouragement, therefore did | take seat
upon the black leather and accept a pot of daru from the male who brought it me, then began to speak
more fully upon the things | had done and seen. Perhaps two hind passed in such away, the daru
warming me to these warriors who would soon be sisters, and then did Ennat hold up ahand to ssem the
latest queries which were about to be asked.

"Sigers, it ismy duty to remind dl here that achallenge will be answered with the new light," said she,
looking about from one war leader to the next. "Would it not be best if the war leader Jaav wereto go
now to take her rest?’

"Ennat, sheisnot awarrior-to-be," laughed Ludir, looking upon the Keeper in amusement. "The Hosta
will have no difficulty in answering the challenge.”

"Most especidly asit isKair shefaces" said Renin, abrief sourness crossing her features. "Had | been
Sdga, shewould long since have forfeted the second silver ring, and her lifeaswell. Much do | believe
that her tongue has kept her sword more often idle than any other war leader known. | continueto find
wonder that she brought hersdlf to give challenge.”

"Her skill isnot so poor that it might be discounted entirdly,” said Faris, who had long since returned from
her errand, bringing with her my breech. My weapons continued to be absent, nor did any remark upon
their whereabouts. They would be returned to me with the new light, and thereafter would they remain
with me without question-were | to be victorious. "Kdir earned the second slver ring asdid wedl,” sad
Faris, "facing the one who was war leader before her. Do any believe that Adiln was so poor awarrior
that the doing was amere nothing?”'



"Adiln wasawarior of kill," said Renin, her words dow and grudging, yet not to the detriment of Adiln.
"I would not take the worth of the doing from Kalir, yet do | continue to see her as-less.”

"Aswe have none of usfaced her, wefind the matter difficult to judge,”" said Ludir, Spping from her pot
of daru, her form sprawled lazily upon the black leather. "' Perhaps the Hosta and the Selga have met in
clan battle?'

"Not inthekalod | stood aswar leader," said I, finishing the daru in my own pot. "Before that, while ill
awarrior, my clan and the Selgamet with Adiln aswar leader. Adiln, it seemed to me, wasindeed a
warrior of sill."

"Therefore would it undoubtedly be wise of al to seek their tents," said Ennat, rising to her feet to look
about her once again. " She who degps beyond firg light may well find the battle done when shefinaly
arises-or the best of it adready begun.”

"Should it be the Hostawho deeps past firgt light, we have naught to fear,” said Ludir with alaugh, yet
did shefirst 9t and then bring hersdlf to standing. |, too, rose, as did the others, for it was clear the
Keeper desired solitude, and we all had aready swallowed much daru.

Those eight war leaders who remained ing sted upon accompanying me to the colorless male tent which
had been made mine, before trotting away through the heavily faling rain to their own tents. | shook
Midastearsfrom my hair as| looked about the now-empty tent, seeing that no more than two candles
had been |ft alight when the males had been taken from it. In no manner wasit asfine asthe tent which
was mine among my own clan's home tents, nor was the green of the Hosta to be seen on any part of it;
nevertheless did the tent seem to welcome me, as one who would soon be fully one with those about her,
one who occupied the tent by right. A goodly amount of provender and a skin of daru had been | eft for
me, undoubtedly by the Summawho had taken the males, and in truth was | more grestly pleased to see
the provender than the daru. Drink had | had aplenty in the Keeper'stent, yet provender had not been
offered me. Undoubtedly was it the distraction of my tale which had caused the oversight, yet was|
pleased to have it o easily corrected. | walked to the place the provender had been put, sat myself
beforeit, then began to heal my hunger.

When I'd had dl | wished, | took aswallow or two of the daru, then extinguished the candles and lay
myself upon the tent floor. The sound of heavily faling rain was pleasant to hear in the sillence of atent in
darkness, and it was my intention to lie listening to it the while | considered how quickly | would take
these clans of Midannafrom their visiting place to the city of Bellinard. Best would beto leave as quickly
aspossible, and yet was it necessary to recdl that Aysayn undoubtedly led the Sigurri toward the same
degtination. | knew not whether it would be wisest to seek out the Sigurri or attempt to avoid them, for |
knew not how warriorsin large numbers would rub along with maes of their sort. | moved somewhat
upon the tent floor, attempting to gather my scattered thoughts. Of asudden the tent felt extremely close,
bringing aleadennessto my body aswell asto my mind, and athough | stroveto turn to my side and then
riseto my knees, | was unable to do so. Upon my back | continued to lie on the tent floor, al beginning
to move dowly about me, and then did the darkness grow deeper.

". .. deepsasdeeply aswewished her to," came avery soft voice, drawing me part way out of the
darkness which surrounded me alone. "'l will take her life sgn now, and then are you three to carry her to
thevillage. When dl is seen to, return to your tents and speak not aword upon what was done."”

"Asyou command, Kdlir," replied another voice, equaly as soft yet not equally as sure. "Asyou say she
isan impostor we shall not doubt you, and yet the other war leaders. . . "

"Arefools!" snapped thefirst voice, fury to be heard. "It has been left to my effortsaoneto seeto the



honor of usdl! Take the low sednet from my sight as quickly asyou are ablel”

Murmurs of obedience came as hands touched the leather of my life sign, and then did al hearing dip
frommeagain.

Again the darkness receded somewhat as the wet, half-mud of the ground struck me, bringing mea
far-off sense of pain. The sound of gandod-hooves came, lessening quickly as though there were those
who rode away, and then were there large hands upon my arms, turning me to my back.

"Wdl, well, the wenches have cast out another,”" came the voice of amale, one who seemed well
pleased. "Though this one seems older than the others, dso is she considerably more comely.”

"Thistorchlight showslittle beyond mud and rain," said another male voice, one less pleased than thefird.
"For what reason was she not brought during the light, as were the others, and for what reason is she
unbound?'

"What need to bind one whose senses are afloat?" asked the first male, his hand to my face attempting in
vain to shake meto full awvareness. "When she has returned to hersdf we will have the usud difficulty
with her, therefore shal we ourselves bind her. 1t will be some feyd before sheistamed.”

"l will seeit sooner than that,” said the second, great annoyance in histone. "'l will not havethisvillage
disrupted with screams and weeping and refusal's, asit has been in the past. Comethe new light . . ."

The voice, so very full of indstences, ceased to beat against my ears as | was lifted from the ground, for
again the darkness had cometo clam me.

CH 11. Unexpected escape-end unexpected bathe

| lay bare upon the dirt floor of awooden dwelling, my wrists bound behind me, my anklestight with
leather, fury flooding me so strongly that | rolled about, attempting to free mysalf. When my senses had
returned the new light had already come, the new light of afey | wasto have faced chdlenge. | knew a
oncethat it was Kalir who had seen to my absence, and had she then been before me and | free, | would
have attacked even had | been wesponless and she well armed. My hair snarled benesth me as| fought
the leather which kept me from seeing to amatter of honor, leather which belonged to those of the village
| had been given to. Clearly had they been given other times those who were not able to be true
Midanna, those who were brought to the dwellings of males so that they might be taught to serve as city
dave-women. Now did these village maes believe me to be one such, and had bound me to keep me
from running from them in terror a the thought of my new life. No terror of that sort gripped me, yet did
my soul shrink in horror at the thought of continuing unable to answer the chalenge which had been given
me. | lay bound among those who thought me theirs, those who had no knowledge of the vigiting place
had come from. How then, even when | had freed mysdlf, was| to return from whence | had come? The
trail of those who had brought me was long gone beneeth the relentless rains, how was| to return to face
challenge? These were the unanswered demands which set me to thrashing about, yet did the thrashing
bring no answers.

Perhaps two hind passed into the new fey, and none came to look upon their captive. Theroom | lay in
contained three smal windows, high in the wooden walls, usdessfor escape yet large enough to show
that Midastearsno longer fell. All dong onewall stood large round wooden holders of some sort, the
contents closed well within so that the liquid might not flow free unintentionaly, yet not closed so tightly
that | was unable to detect the odor of unbrewed daru. Large was that amount of daru, nearly enough for
al of thosewho normally dwelled in avillage of thissort, and | knew not why it would be kept soina
sngle dwdling. Strange were those of villages, nearly as Strange as those of the cities, dl as strange as



males were no matter where found. Again | moved upon thedirt floor, attempting to control my growing
annoyance, and the latch upon the single door rose as the door was pushed open. Males entered, four
mature males and three who seemed not long come to the state, and beyond them was not the open of
trees and skies, but another, larger room of the dwelling. The lack of sight of the open brought me
sudden, unreasoning anger, causing me to struggle again as the males closed the door behind them and
came to stand above me.

"Enough of that foolishness, girl," said one of the maes, the annoyance in tone and eyes bringing me
memory of hisvoicein the darkness. The second mae was he, one who had little patience for screams
and weepings and refusals, athing easily to be seen in the sternness of his visage. Square-faced was he,
dark-haired and dark-eyed, no larger than | yet agood deal broader.

"Release mea once!” | snapped, sending my anger to this coldly disapproving mae with both voice and
eye. "l anawarior of Mida, athing you should be wdl familiar with, mae! Release me or face the
consequences which will surely come.™

"Y ou are now no more than awench of thisvillage, girl,” replied the male, scorn and a greater annoyance
showing strongly in hiseyes. "Y ou have been sent away from those other wenchesforever, for you have
not proven worthy of remaining with them. We, however, shal not send you away, for there shall ever be
uses afemale may be put to. Y ou will be taught to obey and to serve your betters, and these thingsyou
will learn quickly if you wish to avoid punishment. How long have you known the use of men?"

"Y our understanding is as deep asthat of al maes,” said | with asound of disdain, paying no mind to the
question which had been put to me. "I am not a cast-off, proven unworthy of warriorhood, | an awar
leader who hasfoolishly dlowed hersdf to fdl victim to one who fearsto face her. Y ou do not now
concern yourself with warriors-to-be who shal never be, male. | am afull warrior and war leader, one
who will take vengeance for any insult now offered me.”

"Y ou are ayoung female bound helpless a the feet of men,” said the mae, the remorselessnessin histone
turning him blind to any other view of the matter. "No matter what place you held before, no matter how
high you believed your position to be, you are now no more than any other wench inthisvillage, and in
many waysagood ded less. Thistruth you had best accustom yoursdlf to, girl, else shall your kaod here
befilled with naught save pain.”

"Thegirl issurely frightened a having been abandoned by her own, Filosd," said another of the maes, his
voice soothing, his manner kindly. "Perhaps it would be best if we were to leave her in peace for now, so
that she might become accustomed to her new lot."

"Thisarrogant varainafedsno fright, man,” said the other, scornfully. " Seethe Silver ringsin each of her
ears, confirming the boast of her former importance. One such as shefegls no fear of men, for ever has
she had armed wenches behind her when she faced them down. It has not yet cometo her that she no
longer has such overwhel ming advantage, nor has she been taught the true strength of men. Y ou must
recdl that war leaderstake, never are they, themselves, taken. Sheis not untouched, as were the others,
therefore may she be quickly taught her new place. Would you have us leave her to her arrogance, and
thereby increase the difficulty of whichever man of our village damsher?!

"Perhaps you are correct,” sighed the other mae, afaint sadnessin him. "It would indeed be considerably
more cruel to alow her to believe she may have her own will here asshe did in her former life. It Smply
disturbs meto look upon her so, naked and bound, for she greatly resembles my own daughter.”

"Thisoneis daughter to no man,” said Filosd abruptly. "Isthere shamein her eyesfor the manner in
which her entire body has been exposed to the sight of men? Does she agonize over such exposure,



knowing well what the sight of her islikely to cause aman to do? No father had she to spesk of these
thingsto her, therefore must she be taught by other means the need to cover hersdlf at dl times. We
avoid much difficulty, both for ourselves and the wench, by doing aswe now do."

"Y our wisdom isthe reason for your position as our headman, Filosdl," said the other, his acquiescence
now complete. "It would disturb me considerably moreif my girl were to see this one so unconcerned
over such shameful behavior. She must not be alowed to set a bad example for the young and innocent.”

"Then we may begin with no further delay,” said the male Filosdl, aheavy satisfaction now upon him, an
anticipation of enjoyment glittering in the dark of hiseyes."Y ou must know, girl, that to show yoursdf to
men in such abrazen fashion isto invite the rousing of their lusts and passions, adoing which will bring
you no pleasure and considerable pain. These young men will teach you the consegquences of exhibiting
yourself, for they will do what any young men would do, given such provocation. The man who chooses
you for hisown will do more, for you will belong to him and he may do as he wishes with that which
belongs to him. Think upon how you may please him, in the hind to come, so that he will not allow such a
thing to be done to you again-and may perhaps be persuaded to give you pleasure rather than
punishment. Thetime spent will not be wasted.”

With anod of hishead and a glance, the mae then gathered the other three older males and led them ouit.
Then, the three who had been |eft grinned down upon me.

"Oh, see how large her breasts are," said one with light hair and eyes, hiswords nearly acroon ashis
gaze caressed me. "Never before have | seen breasts so large!™

"Never before have you seen breasts of any sort,” retorted a second, this one dark of hair and eye, who
wet hislips repeatedly beneath an unwavering gaze. " The whipping we were given for attempting to
watch the women and girls bathe in the stream kept us both fromit.”

"That was when you were boys," said the third, who seemed somewhat older than the others. "Now that
you have become men and will soon seek women of your own, you must know what you are about with
them. Look here"

Thisthird mae crouched beside me, the hiseyes amused, and put the flat of hishand to my belly. |
moved in anger againg the leather which held me 4till for so insulting atouch, and the young mae
laughed.

"Wenches are aware of the nearness of aman no matter where they are touched,” said he, speaking to
the other two yet looking only upon me. "The softness of their skin will draw that touch and they, as
though caressed intimately, will prepare themsalvesto receive him.”

His hand upon me was completely unmoving, asinert and unknowledgeble as hiswords, his eyes seeking
the heat which he clearly believed would quickly beginto rise. Though | no longer wore my lifesignit
wasasthough | retained it dill, for | felt no desire for these clumsy, gawking children of villages. Wasit
their intention to raise interest in me, they would be some timein the doing.

"She scarcely seems prepared for us, Lediad,” said the darker-haired male, bending somewhat where he
stood beyond where the male Lediald crouched, histone greatly unsure. "Where are the indications of
arousd | have heard spoken of 7'

"She seeksto put us off, Sdladur,” replied Lediald, hiswordsfilled with agreater assurance than his eyes.
" She fears what we mean to do, you see, and usesthat fear to keep arousal from her flesh. We,
however, shal not alow her to continue on so. Y ou and Nergais may aso touch her, in any manner you
please.”



Grestly elated seemed the two younger males, and eagerly did they come nearer to where | lay before
going to their knees and putting hands upon me. Easily might it be seen through the colored cloth of their
body wrapsthat their own excitement was high, yet was| given naught save annoyance through their
gropings. For ahand of reckid did the touching continue with naught save panting to break the silence,
and then did he called Lediald speak.

"Now do | seethetruth,” said he, hisvoice rough with need and embarrassment. He had forced his hand
between my thighs, the grin of anticipation he had worn full with regained confidence, and at that point
had he attempted to lock his gaze to mine. Although | could not deny the faint trace of moisture such a
touch produced within me, the heavy scorn to be seen in my eyes had deeply wounded the male. "This
backward forest wench continuesto be filled with arrogance,” said hein agrowl, hisfree hand coming to
my breast to give me pain with the tightening of hisfingers. "She has not yet been shown what men are
ableto do to her, therefore shal we show her-upon the moment!"

Roughly did the mae push aside the other two, move to my ankles, then begin to remove the lesther
upon them with short, angry movements. When he at last pulled the leather from me | attempted to kick
at those who looked upon me as theirs, yet were they prepared for such adoing and quickly captured
my just-freed ankles. The mae Lediad put himsdf between my widely held legs, opened his body wrap,
then approached me to thrust within. His attempt to give me further pain was only partialy successful, for
my body quickly saw to its own protection. Much did | anticipate a doing such as the one of the males of
the clans, or that of the Sigurri males who had brought me to the Caverns of the Doomed, therefore did |
attempit to brace mysdlf againg lengthy assault; consgder my surprise when these village maes, first
Lediald and then the others, each found release in no more than amatter of afew reckid! When the last
of the three withdrew after a performance barely begun, | looked upon each of them, no more than afew
kalod younger than I, and could not hold back my laughter. So here was the reason for the dissatisfaction
of village and city females! To be bound to maes of such inadequacy was reason for agreat ded more
than dissatisfaction! | threw my head back and laughed as| had not laughed in some time, and that

despite the vengeance | knew the maleswould take. The pain my amusement would bring me was
scarcely to be regretted; far better to show these usdless, foolish males my true opinion of them.

Indeed were the three taken with shame and anger, yet was the pain | had anticipated scarcely brought
forth. A few pinchings and 9 aps were produced, and much growling and complaints, however such
feeble attempts were unable to diminish my amusement. Again and again did the three touch me dl about,
attempting to raise my desire and their own, yet even their own arousal refused to come forth. The more
earnestly they made the attempt, the more steadfastly did their bodies refuse them, much as though they
were cgptured maes among the clans who were filled with great fear. Such males were use ess without
the sthuvad drug having been fed them, and so did these males prove to be to themsalves. Hind passed in
thetime of ther attempts, hind filled with shame and frustration for them, boredom and discomfort for
me, yet little else of any sort. The males could not bring me to desire for them, nor themselvesto desire
for me; the two younger did indeed come to tears and the third to cursing, yet naught else occurred.
When at lagt, in heavy misery-filled sllence they sat back from me and hung their heads, | became aware
of the wearinesswhich filled me. The dragged deep | had been given had not been restful, therefore did
neturdl deep havelittledifficulty infinding me.

The sound of the opening door brought me awake, also bringing me surprise. Darknessfilled the
dirt-floored room | lay in, adarkness now breached by the candle held by one of those who entered.
Four males were there, the same four el der males who had come earlier with the younger three, and
beyond them was | able to seethe greater illumination in the larger room, and hear the low mutterings of
many maesin converse. | sat up asquickly asmy ill-bound wrists dlowed, only then redizing that the
leather had not been replaced upon my ankles, and the four males halted to look down upon me.



"Asthe greater part of her arrogance has already been seen to, we may now give her to whichever man
desres her," said the male who held the candle, he who was cdled Filosel. The satisfaction in hisvoice
was thick indeed, yet was | unable to comprehend the reason for its presence. Had he not spoken with
the younger males who had been left to see to me? Had they not told him of the failure they had found in
their task? Two of those who accompanied Filosel came forward to raise meto my feet, and he who had
held my left arm put his hands to the leather about my wrists. A brief moment saw the leather gone, yet
the pain of movement would not be so easily seen to. | moved my armsforward for the first time in many
hind, and the male Filosd chuckled.

"The pain of punishment remainswith her," said he, far more pleased with that thought than the fact that
our eyeswere level, one set to the other. The pain he saw upon me came from no source other than the
movement of my arms, and the snort of disdain | gave sound to removed agood ded of his satisfaction.
Curtly he gestured to those who had raised me to standing, and again were my arms grasped, thistime so
that | might be forced after the male with the candle, who had turned to lead the way to the larger room
from which they had al come.

The second room of the dwelling was indeed larger than the one which had held me since | had
awakened. Many candles sat in sconces hung upon the wooden walls, illuminating the many small
wooden platforms at which sat more than five or six hands of males. These males sat cross-legged upon
the dirt floor with tall pots of unbrewed daru in their hands, and the sound of converse ceased when |
was pulled before them. Many eyestook in my form, and the manner in which my breasts moved as|
attempted to rub the pain from my arms, and then did the sound of their muttering return at ahigher level.
Hewho was cdled Filosd took the flame from the candle he held with a single bregth, then brought one
hand up in agesture of slencing.

"Y ou now see the wench before you," said he when the greatest part of the sound of others had ceased.
"She will be given to the most deserving of you who has no woman of his own. What number of you find
interestin her?'

A bare moment of hesitation passed and then, by ones and fives, did the seated males dl put armsin the
arr. A great laughter arose from this doing, as though they made sport of the male Filosd, yet did Filosdl
show asmile of amusement and shake his head.

"Never before have | seen so0 large anumber of men in this village without women of their own,” said he.
"Shall | fetch those who believe they have men here before putting the question again?'

"No!" came the shouts of many males amid much laughter, and then were many arms withdrawn till no
more than four were | eft. This number was more to Filosdl's liking, and again he nodded.

"Y ou men each have need of awoman, and find desire for thisone,” said he, looking one by one upon
thefour. "Y ou must know that sheiswild yet, and badly in need of taming. Should any of you not fed up
to such athing, you may withdraw your request.”

"Withdrawa is scarcely athing to be considered with awench such asthat,” said one of thefour, alarge,
brown-haired maefilled with amusement. "First does one contemplate penetration, and only then, after a
good ded of doing, iswithdrawa to be considered.”

Laughter rose al about at the words of thismale, heavy laughter filled with ridicule for she who stood
before them. Anger rose in me at such foolishness, and | straightened as | |ooked upon the mae who had
spoken, sending the sharpness of my gaze to him.

"Y our concept of agood ded of doing must surely be the equal of afull three hands of reckid,” said |,
alowing alazy drawl to cometo my voice. "Village maes are clearly capable of no more of adoing than



that--else would they be accepted for service to Midanna.™

Now wasthere agrowl of insult to be heard from the seated males, and Filosdl turned infury to glare
upon me. Before he might speak, however, the seated mae who had last spoken rose angrily to hisfest.

"S0, you believe yoursdf il in aposition to command men and give them insult, eh, wench?' he
demanded, his own head held high as he spoke. "For too long have we found it necessary to accept the
sneers and posturings of savage femaes, adoing which isno longer necessary with you! Y ou will be
taught to go to your knees before men, to serve them without complaint, to speak only when spoken to,
and then with naught save deference! In such amanner shall we regain some of our own, with one of
tharsto teach the meaning of humiliation to!"

"Humiliation iseadly given to acaptive, mae," sad |, taking no note of the blaze of fury inhiseyesas|
folded my arms across my chest, the word "savage” twisting me about within as ever it had done. "Not as
easly accomplished isthe regaining of one's honor from those who have taken it. The facing of an armed
warrior would accomplish thisend for you, yet have you clearly the ssomach for no more than the facing
of unarmed captives. Never will you regain any part of that which you have so easily given up, male, no
meatter the pain and shame you seefit to inflict upon others. Only in honorable doings does one find honor
itsdf, athing thosein thisvillage have yet to learn.”

"How boldly speaks the brave Midanna, seeking to shame those she cannot hope to best," sneered the
mal e above the growlings of fury and anger which rose dl about, and then did he draw the dagger which
hung belted at hiswaist. "L et us see how quickly words of apology may be made to come, wordswhich
may come quickly enough to save the tongue which spesks them. A tongueless woman takes only alittle
pleasure from aman, while giving him the pricdess gift of her endless slence. Thetradeis one none here
would refuse, | think."

Now were there shouts of agreement as the male dowly began to approach me, moving past those who
urged him on with high-burning approval. | quickly unfolded my arms as he neared, knowing he had not
gpokeninjest, yet was| seized again by those who had pulled me from my origina room of capture.
Each of my arms was taken by amale, an attempt to hold me till for that which would be done by
another of their number, and abruptly did | recall each of the other times the strength of maleshad held
me 0. ***'Irile were maes, intent upon no other thing than the shaming of warriors and the giving of
pain, and without thought did the brightly blassoming fury within me take up the teaching | had been
given. Thebdl of my sharply upswinging foot caught the male grasping the dagger in his manhood,
bringing a scream to histhroat as he dropped the wegpon to clutch at himsdlf and fal to the dirt of the
floor. With bardly an instant between movementsdid | lower my right leg and then kick out again, this
timewith my hed into him who held my right arm. That male, too, bent with amuffled shout, already
having released my arm, the arm which moved with fisted hand and great speed toward the male on my
left. Into the throat of the mae did the fist go, the elbow prepared to follow in abackswing, yet did the
second blow prove unnecessary. As my right arm was released so, too, wasthe left, allowing meto jump
for and take up the dagger of the first male. Hands reached for me amid great shoutings and cursings,
hands | dashed a blindly as| fought my way free of dl those about me, and then did | stand with awall
at my back, adagger in my fist, and asnarl of continued ragein my throat, looking upon a scene of
chaos.

All about, maes stood and shouted in fury, shaking fists and glaring in blood insult. Thosethree | had
Seen to with my new learning continued to writhe upon the ground, the first emptying himsdif, the third
struggling to bring breath into his body. Two other maes held hands to bloody gashes, the leavings of the
dagger | now had my fist wrapped about, and a hand of others stood nearer than the rest, seeking to
gather their courage to leap upon me. He who was cdled Filosel stood among the five who attempted my



recapture, and truly livid with ragewas he.

"Youfilthy savage!™ he screamed, trembling with the strength of hisemotions. " To atempt to givea
savage the benefits of acivilized existence isto be spat upon for the effort, without any thought of
gratitude whatsoever! Now will we take your arrogance with your life, and throw your corpse where it
most belongs-with the beasts of the forests! Slay her!”

A snarl of agreement came from those he stood among, and al began to approach me at once, spread
out so that it would not be possible for me to reach them al with the dagger. One or two might fall to me,
perhaps even three, but the others would surely break through despite the wegpon | held. My fingers
tightened about the hilt as | crouched lower, determined to take as many with meto thefinal darknessas
possible, and then there came another voice, carrying easily above the din of the village maes.

"If it isgratitude you wish, you may have mine, providing you now hat whereyou are" it said, causing the
males before meto whirl about. "'l will be extremely grateful if we need not take the lives of any of you,
for we have come for something other than daying. Y our village has no need of a captured hadat, while
we desire no other thing. Release the wench to us, and we will take her and go. "

"Thewench?' demanded Filosd in outrage, the while | stared gape-mouthed at him who stood in the
opened doorway at the far side of the room. No other than Aysayn wasit, hewho was called Sigurr's
Shadow, he who now brought the Sigurri warriorsto battle with the strangers. A large number of
black-clad Sigurri warriors were to be seen behind him, al of whom stood taller than any village male, al
of whom stood armed with sword aswell as dagger. A smile of amusement touched Aysayn at the
gawking stares from all about, and he raised his blond head beneath them.

"Who are you?' demanded Filosdl. "What do you do herein our village? And for what conceivable
reason would you wish the possession of this she-savage?”

"l do not care for your use of theterm 'savage,' " said Aysayn. "The wench you thought to do with asyou
pleaseis preciousto me, asister warrior | value most highly. I recommend that you step away from her,
and that right quickly."

A brief moment did Aysayn look about himsdlf, hislight eyes hard and without warmth, hisleft hand
caressing the hilt of hissword, and then did he begin walking toward me, directly through the village
males. No more than an ingtant did they hesitate and then were they backing from him, opening aclear
path between us, casting uneasy glances upon the Sigurri who quietly entered to stand before the door.
At last did | fed freeto straighten from my crouch, and again Aysayn smiled as he halted before me.

"| see Chadrin has been engaged in teaching,” said he, having glanced at those who littered the ground. "
must be sure not to chalenge you again, for | vauethelife you returned in the Caverns. Have they
harmed you?'

Despitethe lightness of histone, his pae eyes glittered with the query, hispam again at the hilt of his
sword. So strange wasit, this concern from one who was only male, this support against those who were
aso male. Sster had he called me, doud and unashamed before strangers and followers dike, adoing to
make awarrior fed equally strange.

"l am unharmed,” | dlowed, looking up into the light pools which looked down upon me. "Had your
arrival been delayed it might perhaps have been otherwise, yet was your arrival not delayed. No other
than they, themselves, have been harmed.”

"Had it been Mehrayn in my place, agreat number more of them would have found harm,” said he,
putting a gentle palm to my face. "Were you brought here in naught save leg bands, or have you a



covering to fetch?"

"My breech was about mewhen | came here,” said |, and then did | look at Filosdl. "That oneisthe
likeliest to know the wheregbouts of it. "

"Have her covering brought a once," saild Aysayn to Filosdl, and that male made haste to gesture another
to Aysayn's bidding. That other male moved quickly into the second, smaller room, and again Aysayn
looked upon me. "Also isyour life Sign no longer hung about your throat." said he, asmdl narrowing to
be seen about hiseyes. "Isit, too, now in the possesson of thosein thisvillage?!

"My lifesgnisin the possession of another,” said |, and the coldnessin my voice caused disturbance
among the village maes. " She it was who was to have faced mein challenge at the new light of thisfey, a
war leader of Midannawho first gave challenge, then made certain that that challenge would not be
answered. When | find her, shewill discover that it would have been best to face me and fal thefirst
time"

"A not unreasonable attitude," agreed Aysayn, looking upon the mae who had made haste to fetch my
breech. | took the breech from him and put it on, and Aysayn gestured away the hovering male, who
backed quickly with greet relief. "When we leave here we may, if you wish, ride directly to the visiting
place" said Aysayn. "It is perhaps two hind in distance from this village, and there we may take our rest
for the balance of this darkness.”

"Y ou know the location of the visiting place?' | asked sharply, jerking my head up to stare at Sigurr's
Shadow. "How isit possible for you to know such athing, and how wasit possible for you to come
here? | had meant to spesk of thisat alater time, without these others about, yet now . . . ."

"Y our origina thought was sound,” said Aysayn. "We may spesk more easily asweride.”

Though | truly wished to continue questioning him, | was able to see that Aysayn had reasons of hisown
to withhold hisreplies. With that in view | tied on my breech quickly, retrieved the dagger | had taken,
then began moving wordlessly toward the door. No more than two steps had | taken, when Aysayn's
hand came to my shoulder.

"Y ou need not take that weapon with you," said he, gesturing toward the dagger | held. "'l was advised to
bring sword and dagger with me, for your own would not be available. It seems| was correctly
advised.”

"Advised!" | repeated in exasperation. Allowing the single word to stand for dl, then, | turned my eyes
toward the male from whom | had taken the dagger, held it by the point for throwing, then raised my arm.
The mae, who continued to lie painfully curled upon the ground, saw the movement of my arm, paled
even further than he dready had, then hid hisface and head with hisown arms. Surely did he believe that
| meant to return hiswesgpon by embedding it in hisflesh, yet only males such as he acted so toward
those who were unarmed. The dagger struck the ground and entered it with the force of my throw, half
blade deep not far from the quivering mae, and then | was ableto turn for the last time and |eave that
place. Aysayn followed behind, chuckling, and none sought to bar our way.

Without was the darkness fresh and clean, the air sweet despite the fact that the rains had been gone for
many hind, perhaps even for the entire fey. | took the swordbelt and dagger given me, donned them and
mounted the kan indicated as mine, then rode beside Aysayn before his Sigurri aswe left thevillage. No
longer did | wait than till we had chosen our direction through the forests, and then did | turn to the dark
form who rode to my |eft.

"Now you may speak, and | would have you do so quickly-brother. In what manner were you able to



know of my need-and the place | had been taken?"

Though | was unable to see Aysayn in the darkness of the forests, | was, in some manner, ableto fed his
amusement at the difficulty | had had in caling him brother. | had not had such difficulty with Chaldrin. yet
was Chaldrin not the same as Aysayn. | had not spoken the word untruthfully, yet were my fedingsfor
Chaldrin entirely different from those | felt toward Sigurr's Shadow.

"Simply said, my knowledge came from aman called SHeernoh, aWaker who rides with two of my
warriors and one of yours," said Aysayn, the dark form of hisface turned toward me. "'l wastold that the
mist which covered the Snows when you and he attempted to walk them disappeared as suddenly asit
had come, after you had been gone a short time. He walked the Snows aone, discovered the difficulty
you would have, used the Snows to discover our location in the forests, then al four rode to intercept our
hogt. Asluck would have it we were nearly upon them without knowing of it, and at their urging we al
continued on, then | with asmall number of my warriorsrode to your assstance. Thereis more to come,
this SHeernoh believed, yet was he il uncertain asto the specific difficulty to be faced. He had not had
thetimeto pursue what he had seen only glancingly, yet has he now been given thetime. He will surdly
have more to speak of when we have returned.”

Though the male was no more able to see methan | him, | nevertheless nodded to acknowledge his
wordsin the midst of my distraction. Apparently SHeernoh's contention had been correct, and the
Snows has been barred to me over some particular unforseen circumstance. My time of capturein the
village had not been unduly harsh, athough | had been given pain by Kair'smaes, | fdt that the time of
difficulty was yet before me, perhaps in what SHeernoh had only glimpsed. | would speak with him as
soon as we returned to where they waited, and then perhaps the last of the mist would be blown away.

"I have not had the opportunity to ask sooner, therefore shal | do so now," said Aysayn, breaking gently
into my thoughts. "Mehrayn and Chadrin-were they left some place other than where the four who came
to uswere |eft? For what reason did they fail to remain together?!

"Mehrayn and Chaldrin inssted upon accompanying three Midannawarriors,” said |, taking adeep
breath of the air of forest darkness. "Asfree males are not permitted to enter Midannalands, it was
necessary that they beg to follow awar leader, giving each hisword that he would obey her in dl things.
At this moment they undoubtedly give pleasure to whichever warriors chose them for the darkness, for
they are bound to be obedient in such away."

"Mehrayn?' said Aysayn, adowly dawning delight in hisvoice. "He begged to follow awar leader and
gave avow of obedience? He now gives pleasure to awench who commands him, her will above his?|
do not mean to doubt your word, wench, yet this| find somewhat difficult to believe.”

"In no other manner was he able to accompany me, and insstently did he refuseto remain behind,” said |
with ashrug. "His manner of service during the last of our journey was somewhat short of acceptable, yet
do | fed that the punishment given him did much to correct the fault.”

"Service" laughed Aysayn, true enjoyment in the sound, and then did he abruptly lose his amusement.
"Y ou-gave him-punishment?' he asked, a certain disquiet in the words. ™Y ou could not have-What sort
of punishment was he given?'

"By my command, Chadrin switched him for insolence,” | replied, puzzled by Aysayn's sudden concern.
"Was| to dlow himto continue in insolence, in defiance of my authority? It was he who insisted upon
giving oath to aMidanna; was| to dlow him to believe the doing wasidle?"

"Ah, Sigurr, now must you truly give her your protection,” said the malewith asigh. "Y ou have erred, my
girl, in believing Mehrayn aman who might be donein such amanner. | have no doubt that hisfedingsfor



you drove him to make such a desperate vow, and those fedlings are undoubtedly unchanged. The point
heis sure to dispute with you is the difference between aman who yearnsto follow and obey awoman,
and aman who takes desperate measures to follow and protect awoman. The two are not the same,
sster, which | fear you will learn when once this matter of your leadership is done. Y ou should not have
given him adavey's punishment.”

"The punishment of amae who follows her istheright of any warrior,” | ingsted. "Had Mehrayn wished
to be kept free of it, he had only to keep his vow unspoken. It was not | who demanded that he
accompany me; on the contrary, it was my will that he remain behind. His absolute refusa to agreeto
such athing caused hisdistress, atypical stubbornness of males. Had he remained with the others, he
would have gone unpunished. "

"Y ou gave him punishment for disobeying you when he was free to do as he pleased?’ Aysayn asked
very softly, aclear attempt to keep insult from the words. "I had thought you possessed of a greater
sense of fairness than that. And he could not have remained behind and aso remained unpunished,
wench. To see thewoman of your heart ride off doneinto great danger is aharsher punishment for aman
than any other might concelvably be. Were you unaware of that truth?"

"Then it would seem he haslittle cause for complaint,” | replied stiffly. "That he was alowed the lesser
punishment is scarcely a point for contention-should such foolishness be looked upon by him astruth.
Thefind truth hemust learnisthat | am awar leader of Mida; any male who wishesto follow me must
do as Mehrayn has given hisword to do for only ashort time: absolutely unquestioning and with absolute
obedience. It isthen my privilegeto dlow or disdlow thething."

"Y ou have come to the decison to drive him from you, then," said Aysayn, a deep sadness clear inthe
heaviness of histone. "I believe you know aswell as| that Mehrayn would find it impossibleto live such
alife. What you have failed to take into consideration, wench, is that the Sword is unlikely to alow
mattersto rest s0. Do you deem it wise to give him no choice saveto carry you off?’

"Such achoiceisscarcely likely to be dlowed him," | replied in amutter, weary of the topic of
conversation. "That | am Midasis deterrent enough; that he is now also Midasis more to the point, for
shewill dlow him no such doing, no more, perhaps, than the thought of it. And I am not one who takes
the male of another without let and without challenge. The male Mehrayn has donewd| putting himself
beyond dl morta femaes. May hejoy in the sate.”

In seeming confusion did Aysayn attempt to speak further upon what had been said, yet was|
determined to have no more of it. Our kand found difficulty in picking their way through the darkness of
the forests, therefore did increasing the pace we held to cause dl to give greater attention to where we
rode than to speech. We were indeed apair of hind from where the balance of the Sigurri waited with
[lvin and SHeernoh, and more than once during our journey through the darkness did Aysayn mutter the
deeply felt wish that Mehrayn were immediately available to resume his place a the head of the Sigurri
host. The movement and disposition of so many warriors was seen to effortlesdy by the Sword,
awkwardly and with much effort by the Shadow. Had Mehrayn's need to ride ahead not been so gredt,
never would Aysayn have attempted even temporary leadership-words, | felt, which were an attempt to
reopen aready closed issues. | gave my attention to the forests all about, to the distant screams of
hunters and the desperate scurryings of prey, and allowed my silence to speak for me. No longer was
Jdav plagued by aneed for males, ablessng far too long in the coming.

The end of our journey saw us nearly to the visiting place, at alocation which had been deemed by
Aysayn to be of sufficient distance from the clansthat battle would not be provoked by mae presence. |
saw at oncethat his concept of sufficient distance was scarcely adequate to keep the outlying sentries
from learning of their presence, and athough they had cometo that place just after darkness had fallen, |



was grestly surprised that battle had not already been joined. | looked frowningly about aswe rode
through many, many sets of resting Sigurri warriors up to the fire where those of my former traveling set
awaited, seeing no sign of any who should have been at the least keeping the intruders under observation,
then had my attention been forcibly taken by SHeernoh's extreme agitation.

"Lady Jdav, you must make the utmost hastel" he cried, striding swiftly to the sde of my kan, llvin and
othersfollowing angrily in hiswake. "The Snows have shown me an unbelievably large gathering of those
gray-clad followers of the Oneness-who at this very moment attack the tents of the wenches you would
have follow you!"

"What foolishness do you spesk?' | demanded, |ooking down upon him without dismounting. "The
gray-clad ones are cowards, and totally without skill. Were they so witless asto attack Midanna, they
would none of them survive.”

"They attack with countlessjars containing Sigurr's Breath!" snarled the Sigurri Gidain, hewho had dso
been of my traveling set. "The jars are thrown down and broken near the wenches and in their tents,
freeing the vapors which the wenches have no knowledge of. One breath and the strongest warrior falls
sensdless, easy prey to those who wear moistened cloth over noses and mouths! The vaporsare
insufficient to day them, merely do they render them sensdess! Those followers of abomination have
comefor daves, and Dotil and Wedin are among those marked to be endaved! We must ride to their
assigtance at oncel"

Stunned understanding came to me then, for | well remembered the cavern of the gray-clad malesand
the scent | had detected which Chaldrin had named Sigurr's Breath. It had been for the vapors that the
males had chosen the cavern, and those others mentioned at times by the gray-clad oneswe had
encountered were those who had come ahead, together and prepared, for the taking of alarge number of
the fema es they sought to serve them. Now they attacked Midannawarriors with their coward's
wegpon, and those warriorsfell before them! | spoke quickly to Aysayn, bidding him gather alarger
force than those few who had ridden with him to the village, then turned again to Gidain.

"For that reason hastheir attack only just begun?' | demanded, aware of the manner in which Aysayn
roused set after set of his encamped maes, and sent them running to their kand. "Their arrival inthis place
must necessarily have been much sooner than ours. For what reason did they fail to strike sooner?”

"Clearly must the rains have kept them fromiit,” said SHeernoh, spesking when Gidain scowled in lack of
knowledge. "The moisture of heavy rainswould render the vapors harmless without the tents, and as for
within-" His shoulders moved uncertainly. "-Within they should have had no difficulty whatsoever, no
matter the presence of rain without. "

"Savethat intherains,” said |, "the tents could not be approached without aerting the sentries, who were
themsalves beneath the tears of Mida and therefore untouchable by the vapors. Should even asingle
sentry have been ableto cry awarning before being stain, the entire camp would have been roused and
the maleswould have found death rather than daves. This darkness must surely be the first without the
tearsof Midasincethe arriva of the males.”

"You are surely correct, lady," said SHeernoh, his upturned eyes showing awareness of the fact that he
aone now remained before me. llvin and Gidain and Rinain, the second Sigurri warrior who had ridden
with us, had seen how quickly Aysayn'sforce formed, therefore had they run to their own kand to
prevent their being left to watch the departure of others. ™Y ou must guard yoursdlf in the coming
encounter, lady," said SHeernoh, his voice soft with an odd manner of concern. " Certain victory has not
yet been determined for you, therefore must you be dert for adip in the Snows."



"1 will be sureto guard mysdlf amid these large numbers of males, SHeernoh," said |, smiling somewhat
as | loosened my bladein its scabbard, my kan dancing about with the hurry of al those about us. Then
did I recal the questions | had for the male and began to spesk thefirst, concerning the circumstance
which | felt was yet before me, however the hurry of the Sigurri had at last produced resultsand al were
prepared to ride. SHeernoh stepped back with ahand raised in farewell as Aysayn regained my side,
therefore did | turn from questioning and begin the short journey to bettle.

From the camp Aysayn had chosen, theride to the visiting tents was amatter of reckid. We left our
mounts among the trees and ran forward afoot, finding that the followers of the Oneness had left no
sentries of their own. Among the tents themsalves chaos reigned, for some few warriors had not been
taken by the vapors and attempted to do solitary battle with those who outnumbered them so grestly.
Many, many Midannalay unmoving, somein pools of their own blood, some dreedy giving useto those
who had captured them despite their lack of awareness. Much did it seem as though the gray-clad males
were everywhere, therefore was it unnecessary to choose a place of battle; battle was brought to us as
quickly aswe appeared, awildness and rage gripping those who hurled themsel ves upon us. For each
three males who were empty-handed save for a sword, afourth stood about with atorch aswell,
therefore wasthe areawdl| lit for the daying which we quickly became a part of.

Odd indeed isthe passage of time, scarcely ever flowing at auniform rate, indeed, upon occasion,
flowing a more than asinglerate. In the midst of thejoy of battle does onefind this dud rate, the speed
with which one's sword movesto guard one's flesh and end one's enemy amid the well-nigh leisurdly flow
of the battle itsdf-at times doesindividua combat dow to the rhythm of graceful posturing, and the
balance of battle al about grows frantic with haste. The battle we joined then contained little joy,
therefore was there naught of the smooth flow which brings pleasure, naught of equal meeting equd. Little
more than butchering was there, causing the timeto sit heavily upon us, quickly taking even the vengeful
anger from us. | hacked and thrust my way through clamoring gray-clad maestill | stood beside alone,
embattled warrior, a Sarda by the violet of her covering, her own blood and that of others smeared here
and there upon her. Alone she had been able to do little more than hold her own; with my blade beside
hers mere defense became concerted attack, and those who thought to end her were themselves ended,
instead. With the last gray-clad mae upon the ground, | quickly told the Sarda that those who wore
black were dlies and friends, therefore were they not to be set upon once battle was done. Oddly did
shelook upon me, asthough | were returned from Mida's Blessed Realm, and then was she goneto aid
others. | had no understanding of the reason for her strange manner, yet had | also no timeto consider
the point. There were others about the wide-spread camp in need of assistance, and this| began to see
towith dl haste,

Much time passed with no less difficulty, the manner of battle fought by the gray-clad maes sufficient to
turn the somach of any true warrior. Rarely, after their initid attempt to overwhelm, did any of their
number stand and face what came, save for the times when many of them were ableto fall upon
considerably fewer of ours. Many torches were quickly extinguished by intent, so that the gray-clad ones
were more easily ableto dip away in the humid, overcast darkness. The torches wererelit by the Sigurri,
and then did we pursue the craven males degper into the camp, at times pausing to fight, more often
cornering and daughtering. Well covered were we with the swest of effort and frustration, yet did we
continue to pressthe followers of the Oneness, so that they would not have opportunity to day in anger
those they would be unable to bring away with them as daves.

[lvin had at firgt attempted to remain beside me, yet had she quickly gone off to spread the word of
Sigurri assstance to those warriors who still stood. Gidain and Rinain, those two who had ridden with
our set, had led anumber of their brotherstoward the not easily distinguished blue tents of the Summa,
clearly seeking Wedin and Doatil. Aysayn, leading half our number, had taken the direction opposite to
mine, leaving the balance of hiswarriorsto prowl in my wake as| sought further prey. All about were



there the unmoving bodies of warriors, most having been clearly taken from their tents, al seeming
without life though most undoubtedly survived. The sight brought even grester upset to the Sigurri than it
did to thisMidanna, and wordless snarls accompanied their eager seeking of gray-clad enemies. For
what reason they felt so, | knew not, the strangeness of Sigurri grew with each new thing one learned of
them.

We had carried our stalking to the shadowed tents of Selga gold, when a somewhat different sght
greeted us. To one side of the unmoving Selgawarriorslay the equaly unmoving bodies of five males,
each clad in the colorless coverings of maleswho followed warriors. These males, however, might
scarcely be looked upon as merely dumbering-they had been thrown into a heap and their throats had
then been opened, spreading the red of gore al about and upon them. Therestlesstorch | held high
above the five showed this clearly, also showing that neither Chadrin nor Mehrayn were among them. |
gave slent thanksto Midafor so great a boon, then wordlessly called the cursings of stupidity down
upon my own head. Mindlesdy | had believed that the two Sigurri would be in no danger, for | had
forgotten that they wore no wegpons which might be wielded against the gray-clad faith, and had not
thought upon the obviousfate of any maesfound among the Midanna. My fist closed so tight about the
hilt of my sword that an ache cameto my fingers, yet | heeded it not as | quickly looked about. It would
be necessary to search each of the many Selgatents, yet would | continue onttill I had found-

"Look!" cried one of the warriors who accompanied me, drawing al eyesto the direction in which he
pointed. "They think to eude us, and have even taken some of the wenches!”

Indeed had the Sigurri spoken true. A distance from usin the darkness, only just discernible as shadows
among the tents, aknot of males hastened away in the hopes of 1osng themselves and the burdens they
carried, clearly intending flight with that which they had comefor. The Sigurri immediately took to their
hedsin pursuit, full gladness upon them, undoubtedly thinking | followed in al haste. In other
circumstances | would indeed have followed, yet was there another task first set to my hand. | turned
with thetorch | carried, went to the first of the tents, then began my search.

Uncounted numbers of empty and only-Midanna-filled tents were behind me, with dl battle soundsa
good distance off, when | emerged from between tents toward those | had not yet investigated, to find an
unexpected sight. More than ahand of gray-clad males, one holding atorch, attempted to corner asingle
malein colorless clan covering so that they might end him. Swords were tight in the fists of the gray ones
the whiletheir prey was wesgponless, yet were there three gray-clad bodies upon the ground, mute
testimony to the skill of him they wished to end. Wide leather was wrapped tight about the wrigts of the
broad, dark male, no more than a scratch or two marking his body, and desperate was the silence of
those who surrounded him, the points of their swords weaving about in search of an opening to his

vitds

So large anumber should surdly have been able to best a solitary one, yet had Chadrin taught them great
respect for hisskill.

| thrust the butt of thetorch | carried into the earth, then moved forward quickly toward the knot of those
who sought to take the life of my brother. None had yet seen me, therefore did | raise my voicein the
Hostawar cry as| neared, causing them to whirl about to face my attack. The paling of their visages was
clear eveninthelight of the singletorch, and then | was upon them, dashing al about with the strength of
my anger. My edge took two in quick succession, drawing forth shrieks of mortal agony, and then did |
best asde the blade of athird and bury my sword in hisbdly, finishing him with agurgling of quickly
ended terror. No more than amoment did it take for me to wrench my blade free of the flesh it was
buried in, yet that Sngle moment saw many things occur. One of the remaining gray-clad maeturned tall
and ran, for Chaldrin had used the distraction of my attack to bend and arm himsdlf from one of those



who lay a hisfeet, preparing himself to join my attack. Two more hastily attempted to hdt the Sigurri,
and he who held the torch came swiftly nearer, adoing | had scarcely expected. More often did these
gray-clad onesfleethan close, and as| hastened my effort to free my sword from the stubbornly grasping
fleshin which it was buried, the free arm of the torch ma e rose high and then came swiftly down, a
shattering sound following the motion. At my feet lay the shards of some missle thrown by the mae, and
even as| looked upon them, al e sefaded from sight.

"Areyou able to make the effort to awaken, girl?' came a soft voice, reaching to mein the nothingnessin
which | lay wrapped. "No more than asmall part of the vapor reached you, therefore should you by now
be ableto throw off its effects. Here, the taste of thismay aid you."

A finger wasthrust in my mouth, theliquid it was covered with reaching my tongue, the taste of cooled,
brewed daru immediately bringing feeble movement to my inert blood. | stirred, became aware of the
lenga pdt | lay upon and the near-leadenness of my limbs, and then were my head and shoulders raised
and askin put to my lips. | drank from the skin of daru, swallowing carefully, and only thenwas| ableto
open my eyes. Inthe dim glow of anot-distant firewas | ableto see Chaldrin, hisarm about my
shoulders, his hand holding the skin of daru. | took afina swallow then drew my head back, and
Chaldrin lowered me once more to the pelt.

"It will be another moment or two before full life returnsto you, girl," said he, one big hand smoothing the
dray hair from my face. "1 will, however, give you thanks now for having returned my lifeto me. It would
soon have occurred to those sons of foulness to come at me together, rather than urging one or two of
their number ahead of the pack. Had you not taken their eyes from mefor sufficiently long so that | might
take up aweapon, | would not have been able to finish the last of them after you fell. Should one pause
to think upon it, the wisdom of the vow | gave to accompany you will proveitself quite evident. Had | not
given that vow, you would not have been about to ad mein my time of need.”

Chddrin'sfamiliar chuckle sounded as | attempted to speak, yet had the last of the vapors not rel eased
me to asufficiency for such athing. | moved about upon the lenga pelt, striving to drive off the dowly
receding lethargy, and Chadrin recapped the skin he held, then put it aside.

"By cause of the debt | owe you, wench, | shal now take my leave," said he, looking down upon me
soberly from where he crouched besde me. "I have no doubt that thiswill prove for the best, therefore
do | go with agladness within methat has for some time been lacking. Y our happinessismine, sster, and
for too long has such a state duded us both. Thisforced dowing ismy gift to you; seethat you take full
advantage of it."

His hand cameto my hair for afinal time, the touch very gentle, and then he rose out of his crouch and
turned away. It cameto methen that | lay in adwelling of some sort, for Chadrin crossed to the door
and departed by it, pulling it firmly to behind him. | had no understanding of what then occurred, yet did |
know that | had no wish to remain where | had been I€ft, in a place so very much enclosed. | struggled
with greater strength, twisting my hair al about beneath me, then forced mysdlf to sitting upon the pelt.

"Go dowly, wench," came another voice, adeep voice | knew al too well, avoice which was clearly
within the dwelling with me. "The vaporswill rdease their hold upon you more easily with gentlefirst
movements. Y ou may accept my word that | know whereof | speak.”

The whirling brought to my vison cleared dowly as| sat unmoving upon the pelt, both arms|ocked tight
and palmsto thefur. Had | not sat that way | would surely have falen, yet the clearing of my gaze did
naught to quiet the churning of my thoughts. Mehrayn sat in the dwelling in which Chadrin had left me, his
wide back against the wall oppositeto wherel lay, hisknees drawn up and hisforearms resting upon
them. He gazed upon me across the space which separated us, past the hearth which stood to my left



and hisright, and foolishly it came to me that he no longer wore the colorless clan covering which he had
undoubtedly been given. He sat clad in the black body cloth of Sigurri, yet no weapons girded hiswaist.

"I, too, had ataste of those vapors," said he, frowning. "The jars were thrown into the tent Chaldrin and |
were giving service in, catching the wenches completely unawares. Though startled, heand | were ableto
hold our breath till we reached the tent flap and threw it wide, yet was | mistaken in believing that | might
then breathe freely. One breath and the darkness took me, leaving Chaldrin to defend both of usaone.
When | awoke he told me he had felt no difficulty of any sort, which brings meto believe that hiskalod in
the Caverns, congtantly surrounded by traces of the vapor, have given him agood dedl of immunity to
attack of that sort. He might well have left me to my fate, escaping easily from those who had no true
wish to face him, yet hishonor forbade that. Truly and endlesdy honorableistheman | gladly call
brother."

The male he spoke of | called brother, too, athough | doubted his honor. Had the male not |eft me there,
with another male | had no wish to be with? Had he not used the difficulty which had come to me during
battle on his behalf to bring meto aplace | would not have come while fully conscious? No, such things
were not the doings of one who was endlesdy honorable, and most certainly would there be words
between the mae and mysdlf over the thing when once we faced one another again. | took my pams
from the lenga fur and discovered that the strength was rapidly returning to my body, thereforedid | goto
my knees, then forced myself erect. | was il dizzy, but less so, and quickly did it passinto nothingness.
With thisin view | began to move toward the door Chaldrin had used, in the process making another
discovery. The sword and dagger | had been given were gone, leaving naught upon me save my breech
and leg bands. Had | not doubted Chaldrin earlier, | would surely have done so then.

"Y ou need not waste the effort, wench,” came the voice of Mehrayn, following meto the door while the
male himsdf remained unmoving. "It may not be opened save from without, adoing Chadrin will seeto
with the new light. This abandoned farmstead has been closed tight with wood, perhaps against the return
of the former occupants. There are matters to be discussed between us, and | will see them discussed
without interruption.”

My hand upon the door latch proved the truth of the maleswords, for pull as| might, | could not make it
move. And there was clearly no other means of departing from the dwelling. Wood did indeed cover
both of the windows, and naught was there to batter at it with save the dust upon the floors. None would
return to that place, | knew, for those warned off by Midannareturned at peril of their lives. The anger |
felt grew greater 4ill, therefore did | retrace my steps to the window which was not far from where | had
lain. Perhaps aloosened corner might be found, through which | would find it possible to.

"I am more than aware of the fact that you have not yet acknowledged my existence, wench,” said
Mehrayn, agrowing trace of annoyancein histone. "Best would be that you do so quickly, for what
patience | had has long since been spent. We are here to exchange words and reach an understanding;
attempting to hold to achildish slence will avail you naught.”

| tossed my head to rid myself of the strands of hair which attempted to circle my arms, finding the dim
cool of the dwedlling less pleasant with each passing hand of reckid. My task among the enemy clans had
not yet been completed, yet had such aconsideration failed to keep the males from doing as they wished.
| turned from the window and made again for the door, thinking there might perhaps be aboard loose
there which the maes had overlooked, yet was | hated perhaps three paces from my godl.

"Enough of thisl" snapped Mehrayn, his big hand on my arm pulling me about to face. his now evident
anger. | had not heard him rising from his place at thewall, yet wasit equally truethat | cared not what he
did. "You will not leave this placetill you have gained my permission,” he growled. "Therefore need you
waste no further time upon fruitless search! Come and sit with me, for there are many thingswe....."



With cold anger | used the knowledge given me by Chadrin to pull my arm from hisgrip withasingle
thrust. Startlement flared briefly in his green eyes and then did the anger return. His hand came again to
seize me, much as| had thought it would, yet when | attempted to block the seizing arm and deliver a
kick as| had been taught to do, naught €l se occurred as expected. In some manner was my block
avoided and my kick itself blocked, and then was | whirled about, both of my wrists taken, and my back
up againg the front of the male with hisarmswrapped tightly about me. Infury | siruggled againgt being
held so, attempting to strike backward with my head and aso to kick backward, yet were these attempts
avoided aseasly asmy firdt.

"Y our lessons have not yet been of aong enough duration, wench," said Mehrayn, bresthing somewhat
heavily againgt my struggles. ™Y our ability continuesto remain abit short of the necessary point where my
own abilities and greater strength would be negated, therefore may you consider that avenue of escape
closed to you aswell. Now we will have our discussion, with no further foolishness from you.”

With deep satisfaction did the male then force me toward the furs | had awakened upon, paying no mind
to my struggles and snarls. Indeed my lessons had been too few to alow meto fare well againgt one with
equal knowledge but greater strength, yet had | had to make the attempt. Had | been able to reach the
male with but one well-placed kick the matter would have ended differently, however the kick had not
been delivered therefore was | ddlivered instead, to the fur and down upon it. Once there | was not
released, rather did Mehrayn lie behind me, continuing to hold me with strength, facing toward the wall.
Upon our left sdesdid welay, hisbody close againgt mine.

"Too long hasit been since | have held you to me, wench,” he murmured, hislips closeto my hair. "Well
do you deserve to he beaten for kegping us apart so long, yet am | unable to consider such athing the
while my arms are about you. Also am | forced to admit that the fault was not entirely yours.”

| made no answer to the words the male spoke, nor was | touched by them. Jalav had no need of males,
most especidly not one of the sort who held her.

"Do you hear me, wench?' Mehrayn pursued, shaking me somewhat. "1 shal not blindly lay the entire
burden upon you for | am far from guiltless, and have unquestionably given you agood ded of
provocation. My actions were thoughtless and crudl, and now | can only ask your forgiveness. Itisthis
which | desre above dl other things, thiswhich | have brought you herefor. Will you forgive me?"

| could not keep the sound of scorn from escaping my throat, so outrageoudy mindlesswasthe
foolishness Mehrayn spouted. Had the male no understanding of any sort? Did he think me as mindless
as he?1 moved in annoyance againgt the arms which held me, turning my wrigtsin his hands, feding the
hesitation which touched the body pressed to mine.

"l-am unsure of the manner in which to interpret your response,” said he after amoment, his tone now
cautious. "Are you perhaps attempting to indicate that your forgivenessis dready mine?'

"Ah, Mida, now do | truly begin to doubt your wisdom," said |, filled with an exasperation which wasto
agreat extent disbelieving. "Although you likely desire no more than the use of hisbody, surely you
would prefer amae with some vestige of intelligence? Would not the presence of one such ashebea
greater embarrassment than any pleasure he might give?!

"By thegodd!" exclamed the male in outrage, no longer attempting the coaxing tone he had previoudy
used. "What have | said to you, wench, of the manner in which | am to be spoken of to the high ones?
And for what reason do you speak such words? Surely you cannot continue to believe that the goddess
has clamed me?’

"None with eyes and amind might believe otherwise," | returned with cold abruptness. "Release me



immediately, male for there continuesto be tasks | must seeto for her whom we both serve.”

"Now do | believel beginto see" said thefool of amale quite dowly, and then did he begin to move me
about, so that | wasturned to face him with my wrists held behind me, hisleg over mine so that | might
not kick. No more than one of hisridiculoudy large hands was required to hold my wrigts, therefore was
the other free to ease the twigtings of my hair where | lay beside him, hisfire-lit face taking no note of my
increasng anger.

"l see now that my brother was both correct and incorrect,” said he when | was settled to his satisfaction,
his gaze now fully upon me. "It was Chadrin's belief that your coldness and refusa to heed me was
rooted in jed ousy, as was that-punishment you had me given. As| had foolishly sought to hurt you with
my doingswith Dotil asyou had hurt mewith your regection, Chadrin ft it would be best if | wereto
gpologizefor my ‘cruelty’ and alow you to forgive me. Now isit clear that | asked for forgiveness upon
the wrong point--and that the root of your jealousy lies esewhere.”

"Perhapsit will somefey be possible for maesto understand that their lacks may not be found in
Midanna," said I, the scorn having once again grown heavy in my voice. "Midannado not covet the
possessions of others, for they are possessed of the skill to take that which they wish. Should Mida smile
upon them, their effortswill meet with success, should her smile bewithheld, they will find her Blessed
Realm or perhapsthe find dark. No other than amale would stand about shivering in fear and with desire
for that which he has been forbidden by another to touch.”

"l believe | have spoken before upon the foolishness of arrogance when oneisin the power of another,"
sad Mehrayn, annoyance attempting to ater the evenness of histonejust asinsult hardened his gaze.
"Much doesit seem that you speak so to a purpose, the purpose perhaps being that the pain normally
given you for such words is needed to feed the hatred you require to survive in captivity. The captivity |
mean to keep you in isunlike any you have ever experienced, wench, unlike any you are able to imagine.
It will contain laughter rather than pain, joy rather than despair, pleasure rather than agony. It will be
shaped to cause you to yearn for it rather than freedom, and will call you back to it no matter how far
away matters of responsibility send you. It iswithout doubt atrue captivity, yet will you cometo desireit
asstrongly as| aready do."

He then lowered hislipsto briefly touch my unresisting ones, the sobriety he showed ddliberately seeing
naught of the bewilderment he had bred in me. In Midas name, the soft words he had spoken had
brought me a greater sense of dread than any pain he might have given, greater fear than any | had felt
snce my time before the male god Sigurr! How certain the male seemed that it would be possible to
bring me to such acaptivity! How was one to escape from such athing?

"That, however, isamatter to discuss at another time," he continued, smiling faintly at the wide-eyed
manner in which I now watched him. It was not possible to truly understand the doings of one who
served Mida, nor might one know with certainty what their next actions might be. "Thetopic currently
under discussonisdud in nature," said he, "touching asit does your contention that | have been chosen
to serve your goddess, and my contention that jeal ousy sendsits snarling vaporsto fill you with cold
savagery. Thetwo pointsarein redlity one, and thisiswhat | mean to show you."

Again hishand cameto smooth my hair, thefaint amile till upon him, and then did hishand go to my am
and sde, stroking with grest gentleness. My musclesflared instantly in an attempt to break hisgrip upon
my wrists and push him from me, yet despite the gentleness of his caress, his grip had not loosened.

"How smooth and warm your skin is, wench," he murmured, as though unaware of my attempt to bresk
free. "It gives me endless pleasure to touch you so, and ever shdl it be the same. The same pleasure was
yourswith me, till | asked aboon of your goddess and was granted it. Who isit you thought to chalenge



for the possession of amae?’

| gave no answer to the abrupt, disturbing question, more concerned with wishing away awareness of his
warm hand upon my flesh, yet he nodded as though | had spoken.

"No Midannaneed fed jedousy over that which she might take with the skill of her swordarm,” said he,
"yet how isawench to pit her skill against the will of agoddess? That which your lady takesfor her own
isdenied to those who follow her, no matter how grestly that thing is desired by them. So strongly did
you fedl upon the matter that you consdered the unthinkable, the challenging of agod, for | had been put
beyond your reach and you could not bear the thought. Indeed did it seem that | had contributed to the
disaster by bringing mysdlf to the attention of the goddess and then refusing to take mysdlf from the area
of her attention. Despite your upset you knew well enough that it was impossible to challenge the gods,
therefore did you withdraw al indications of interest in me, in accordance with the will of your goddess.
However, the deep, burning jealousy you felt remained, aswell asthe conviction that | had given myself
willingly to another, one you might not facein challenge. For thisreason was| given so painful and
humiliating a punishment, for having spurned you and chosen another.”

| closed my eyes againgt his sober green gaze, unable to speak, unable to hat the ache which roseto fill
every part of me. | knew not the reason why males ever brought such pain to awarrior, pain beyond that
which their chains and leather and lashes brought. Far easier to bear was the touch of lash, and again |
knew not why it was so, only that it was.

"Jalav, my beloved, are you unable to see that thisis not so?" he cried, suddenly releasing me so that he
might hold meto him with al the strength in hisarms. "Never would | choose another before you, sooner
would | seemy soul irretrievably lost! Though you have come to expect no other thing than pain from
men, | would give you the brief pain of degth before | would give you the agony of turning from you when
you would face the gods for me! And never, never, never would | find it possible to give you death! |
have not spurned you-nor has your lady denied meto you."

In some manner had my arms circled him as hiscircled me, yet did | continue unable to speak. So deeply
had the male touched methat | no longer knew right from wrong, true from fase, honorable from
dishonorable; no morewas | aware of than my great need for him, my endlessdesirefor him. The will of
amale mattered littleto aMidanna, yet to know that hefdt for mewhat | felt for him! The withdrawa of
ablade from one'sflesh bringsless easing!

"Y ou have as yet made no comment upon my next contention, wench," said he, one hand gently astroke
upon my back. "Asyou now believe | have not turned from you, so must you believe that your lady has
not denied meto you."

| shook my head againgt the chest | held to, knowing thet this, at least, could not be. Midamight well
require my skill and hedlth to see her will done, yet was her continuing anger with me clear. Denial wasto
bemy lot for so long asshewilled it, likely to the end of my feyd.

"Ah, Sigurr, it ismy unfortunate fate to be enmeshed to my soul with awoman who will not listen,” said
Mehrayn with asigh, hiswords more respectful than histone. ™Y our time of late has been more than
well-filled, wench, therefore do | bid you to pause now for atime of consderation. Well might it be that |
was kept from you before your approach to those other wenches, yet | fail to see how thismight be
looked upon as absolute, unending denid for al time. Rather than agreeing that | was chosen by your
lady for her own, | contend that was merely kept from distracting you from your task, athing | could not
keep mysdf from attempting. The goddess, in her wisdom, knew | moved as| did only through being
unableto hat mysdf, thereforewas | given aid rather than censure. The thought was given to you that |
had been chosen to serve the goddess you, yoursdlf, serve, and so were my helpless efforts hated by



your refusal to heed them. Though it was not my determined intention to stand mysdlf in your path, |
found mysdf helplessto do other than that very thing. The manner in which | was brushed aside was
gentle indeed, and devoutly do | thank your lady for having shown such compassion. | am led to believe
that she hasfound asmall fondness for me within her, likely by cause of my having acknowledged her in
the manner | did. Although your task continuesin some part unfinished, | have been alowed to bring you
here and spesk to you in thisway, athing which could not have been done without her let. Areyou till
ableto deny her continuing love for you-and her clear permission for the joining of our hearts?"

The question he spoke fell silently into the maglstrom of my thoughts, whirling around and away to that
land of confusion which was my usua dwelling place. Surely had | thought that Midawas displeased with
me, a timesthat she meant meiill, yet the words that Mehrayn had spoken now gave me pause. Well
might it be that he had theright of it, that he was correct and | in error, that my certainty at thetime was
no more than temporarily necessary so that my task might be properly seen to. Again | shook my head
againg the male who held me, yet thistime from another cause.

"I have suddenly been denied the ability to think in any manner resembling clarity,” | protested, raisng my
head to ook upon the broad face of him. "How am | to know the truth or falsity of these things, to judge
their merits or defects? How am | to be aware of what | do, when my thoughts are filled with naught save
the male beneath my hands and the body he presses againgt mine?'

"These are the sole things you are meant to be aware of," said Mehrayn with a soft laugh, taking my face
in both of hisgreat hands. "It was for thisreason that | was taken from your side, so that you might be
undistracted in your dealings with those who were once your enemies. For this darkness you need think
of no other thing, for you have been given the permission of your lady to do so. | am yoursaone, Jdav,
just asyou are mine, and best would be that you accustom yoursdlf to thistruth. Y ou have held mein
capture for too long atime without giving measmilar capture, and | will no longer dlow it."

Hislips came to mine then, the touch no longer gentle nor brief, and truly wasit capture which he brought
meto. Never before had | felt such athing, no desire approaching it save the onel had known when
Cerdt had first attempted to make me his. Had | not even then ridden in the name of Mida, hersto do
with as she willed, surely would | have been taken in asimilar capture by the dark-haired High Rider of
those who were called Bel sayah. Surdly was there unexplained magic within these two males, the
red-haired and the dark, magic which ensnared awarrior and turned her helplessin their ams. Thelips
of Mehrayn burned fiercely against mine, effortlesdy turning me helpless, and nearly was | unaware of the
fact when he put me to my back and crouched above me. His hands took my breech and threw it from
me, and then was his body cloth gone aswell, naught remaining to bar our desires one from the other. He
thrust deep as | welcomed him with joy, and then were al further considerations as one with the
darkness.

CH 12. With forcesjoined---to battle the gods

The new light had not yet appeared when Chaldrin came, unbarring the door he had earlier barred,
rousing Mehrayn and mysdlf from adeep, dreamless deep. The white-clad male had been sent by
Aysayn, the Shadow aso sending apleafor Mehrayn's presence. The Sigurri legionswerein need of
disposition, and Aysayn had no wish to attempt the thing again. Mehrayn took my lipsafina time, found
and donned his black body cloth while asking Chadrin to remain with metill | had returned among the
tents of the Midanna, and then was he gone, off to see to aduty which had too long been neglected. His
fina glance had been for me, an unspoken promise that he would return as soon ashewas able, and in
some manner was my distressincreased by the doing. | sought out my breech whereit lay perhapstwo
paces from the faintly glowing hearth, donned it quickly, then Ieft the dwelling for the soft darknesswhich
comesjugt beforethe light.



"So, sgter, you have used the darkness to return happinessto us both,” said Chadrin, hating mewith a
hand upon my shoulder, just without the dwelling. The wegpons which Aysayn had given me were there,
yet would | have gone past them without sight had Chaldrin not halted me. "Happiness alone, however, is
scarcely sufficient for your safety in the forests, my girl. Y ou must take care not to grow lax inthe
presence of your body's recent satisfaction.”

" Satisfaction was scarcely the solething | wasgiven,” | muttered in answer, keeping my eyesfrom the
male as| took the swordbelt and closed it about me, then set the dagger in my leg bands. " Should you
have cometo add your punishment to Mehrayn'sfor my having given you anger with my actions, best
would be that you seeto it a once. There are tasks | must soon be about, and | cannot long delay their

beginning. "

"Y ou would have me attempt your punishment the while you stand armed?’ he asked, his amusement
clear from the chuckling produced by him. " Surely, had you made such an offer before taking up that
swordbelt, | would have. . . ."

Hiswords broke off as| tore away the swordbelt and threw it from me, his silence filled with shock as|
sent the dagger after the sword. The ache within me was as deep as it had been when Mehrayn had first
spoken of the matter, and | put one hand to my middle againgt that ache, fedling the moisture which filled
my eyes. So horribly unthinking had been my actions, so mindlesdy uncaring of consequences had |
been!

"No, wench, it cannot be that you weep!" said Chaldrin, shocked, and then were his arms about me,
holding me to him with one hand to my hair. ™Y ou must tell me what the Sword did to you in punishment,”
sad he, agrowl beginning in histhroat. " That punishment was due you is undenigble, yet to bring one
such asyou to tears-! | must know what was done!™

"He-gpoke of my intention to bring hatred to you and him," | whispered, clinging to the maein an attempt
to throw off the trembling which had seized me. "He knew | had done as| did so that you and he would
be pleased if my life werelost attempting Midastask, yet did he ask what | would have done had |
succeeded in breeding hatred within the two of you-and then had lived. It cameto me then that never
again would | have known the strength of his arms, the unending pleasure of his use, never again would |
have known the glorious soul-sharing of the presence of abrother by my sde. My lifewould then have
returned to the emptinessit once was, Chaldrin, only then | would have known the exact magnitude of

my loss”

Thetears continued their trail down my cheeks, yet was| beyond berating myself for so weakling a
doing. In memory had | returned to my time with Ceralt, one who had, in full awareness, doneas| had
attempted to do. Only then was | ableto fully understand the complete meaning of what he had done, the
strength which had been required to provoke the hatred of one he would have given hislifefor. | had no
doubt that Ceradt would have given hislife for me, for he had attempted to give even more with his
actions, doings which brought even greater pain than they gave. Hiswords had shown that he knew full
well the loss which would have been his had he not found degth, and yet he had been willing to accept
that loss so that | would be spared the pain of hisending. How blind | had been to see naught save his
doings themsalves, naught save the shame and humiliation given mel How small were those things when
compared with what he, himself, must have suffered, and yet no word of pain had ever passed hislips

"Ah, wench, you have been harshly punished indeed,” sighed Chadrin, stroking my hair in an attempt to
give me comfort. "To be shown the trace meaning of one's actions, to be forced to face the barrenness of
one's existence without those one cares for-I much doubt | would have had the strength for such adoing.
The Sword has clearly forced himsdlf to it for your sake-s0 that you will not consider such athing a
second time."



"Alsowas| given other punishment,” said |, finding something of the comfort Chaldrin sought to give. "To
have left me entirely unpunished would have been to have left me to naught save considerations of
might-have-beens, Mehrayn said, and aso had he no wish to leave his own resentments unresolved. His
second doing was both more and less painful than thefirgt, yet did it serve to take from him the angered
memory of my own doing."

"Which was the reason for your having offered me my own turn with you," Chadrin observed,
understanding clear in hisvoice. "Y ou had no wish to leave me with memories of anger which might fester
and eventudly drive mefrom you. | value such consideration more than | am ableto say, girl. What was
the manner of the Sword's second doing?'

"He-beat me," | replied, of asudden more than eager to end the discussion. | attempted to move from
Chadrin'sarms, yet did the male continue to hold me to him with a chuckle,

"| find it fascinating that embarrassment may be fdt as easly within you asfear may be felt in the body of
another," said he, the dark shadow of his face looking down upon me. "I need no longer ask of the sort
of besting you were given, for it was surely the sort he was given himsdlf. Did he bring forth aswitch to
use?'

"He had no switch,” | replied with disgust. "Nor would he have used one had one been easily to hand, he
informed me. | would likely find the need to stand in challenge with the new light, said he, and he had no
desireto see me ended by cause of an inability to move with my usual speed.”

"Therefore did he use no other thing than his hand,” Chadrin concluded with anod. "1, too, am mindful of
the challenge you face, and would also be willing to forgo the use of a switch. Are you prepared to
receive the same punishment from me that you received from the Sword?”

In memory | felt again the weight of Mehrayn's hand, returning to me what he had been given, fet again
the silent tears which had streamed down my cheeks at the growing ache in my bottom. Sooner would |
have faced the whip Chaldrin had once beaten me with, for the whip had brought pain only to my body,
noneto my pride, yet was | unable to request near-crippling pain in place of humiliation. There was
indeed achallenge | would likely need to face, and the accomplishing of Midastasks held far more
import than even the preservation of my pride.

"Chadrin may do as he wisheswith thisMidanna," | said at last, looking down from the eyes | was not
yet ableto see. "The debt | owe himislarge, and the manner of settling it may be the choice of none save
him. Do asyou mugt, brother. There will be no chalenge between us at theend of it. ™

Wl prepared was | for accepting that which was necessary, yet was Chaldrin briefly sllent, then did he
rase my faceto hisagain.

"No debt of any size stands between us, Sgter," said he, hisfingers steady beneath my chin. "That my life
remains mine through your recent efforts may not be denied, and adoing such asthat excuses much.
What remain between us are bonds of love, aform of love uninvolved with bodily doings, aform of love
which alows fedings of annoyance and exasperation to exist dlong withit. Never did | fed true anger
with you, girl, merely exagperation, which calsfor no more than asmal punishment to banish it entirely.
This punishment | will postponetill exasperation touches me again a some doing of yours, and only then
will I demand theright you have fregly given me. Y et must | also give you clear warning: should you again
involve yoursdf in such destructive foolishness, you will keenly regret having given meleaveto do you as
| would. | feed Mehrayn hastheright of it, and | will give you the same as you received from him, yet not
with so light atouch.”

"Y ou would not-consider the use of awhip inits stead?’ | asked in avery smal voice, feding greatly



diminished by what Chaldrin had said. Never had | known that such athing as the love between us might
be, and inits presence | felt absurdly small and undeserving. Many new things had recently been
presented me, things which would require the passing of my continued confusion before they might be
evaluated. "It had not occurred to me that there would come atime when | would look upon the
whippings and lashings | had been given, asgreat kindness," | muttered.

"A lashing askindness," said Chaldrin with much deep-throated chuckling, hisarmsreleasng me at last.
"No other wench | have ever known would seeit so, but they were not Midanna. And no, girl, | would
not consider the use of awhip in place of the punishment promised you. Had | learned naught else about
you, still would I have learned of the ease with which you put away the lessons of awhip. Painisturned
into adetermination for revenge by you, and | would not have you do the same with what lessons |
attempt to teach. The gentler punishment will be sharper by cause of its gentleness, and the lesson will be
learned. Take up your wesgpons, now, so that we may return to the camp of tents."

"I must think upon al these strangenesses | have been presented with,” said | with something of asigh,
going to the wegpons | had previoudy thrown from me. "It may perhaps prove true that oneisin better
state when in the capture of enemies, than when in the care of brothers. Also do | continue to believe that
guestions such as that would not have arisen had | been wise enough to keep from being enmeshed in the
doingsof maes.

"It was not meant that you be kept from the doings of men," said he with further chuckling, watching as|
replaced the wegpons. ™Y ou must learn to dedl with such things, and aso to accept gracioudy what
lessons are taught you. We who care for you will assst you in these things."

"Mida protect me from the assistance of males," said |, speaking very softly, yet did Chadrin hear and
alow hisamusement to grow. Weleft the vicinity of the dwelling surrounded by his deep, gentle laughter,
and no other thing than thought upon what lay before me kept me from asuspicion that | had in some
manner enchained mysalf more thoroughly than had been done to me by any who called himsdf enemy.

The beginning brightness of the new fey was aready returning color to dl things about us when we
reached the first of the tents. Somewhat disturbing wasit to see Sigurri warriorsal about, yet wasther
presence greatly necessary. Few more than two handfuls of Midannaremained untaken by the vapor of
the gray-clad males, therefore were they in need of assistance in seeing to their ssters. All about the
various colored tents did the two groups labor, tending those in matching clan colors. Two sets had been
arranged in the midst of the tent areas, one of those who merely dept deeply-and one of those who had
been sent upon the journey to Mida's Realm. Some of those who had stood guard had been dain, and
some of those who had not been taken by the vapors, and sight of those who had had their lives usdesdy
thrown away before they might be spent to better purpose, turned me more than grim. Sowly did | pace
from tent areato tent area, looking upon those who were no more, seeing again the gray-clad onesin my
mind's eye, bitterly regretting that those gray-clad faith were no longer before my sword. Much pleasure
would there have been in further buryings of my blade, yet did | refrain from visiting the areain which
were held those of the craven horde who had not been able to flee the Sigurri, yet feared to face them.
These had thrown themselves upon the mercy of the males, thinking to be carried back to the land of the
Sigurri and perhaps consigned to the Caverns of the Doomed, yet had | dready spoken with Aysayn and
seen the matter settled otherwise. Those gray-clad ones who stood in capture would be gifted to the
Midannawhen they awoke, a gesture of friendship from warriorsto warriors. Also would they be given
the body of the very young Sarda, she who had been captured by the males and made to show them the
place of vigting. Her body gave evidence of what she had been made to endure, of what had finaly
broken her and made her agree to the demands of the males. She had not survived the doing long, which
was much of ablessing; also would no single invader surviveto regret his doing, yet would their regret be
keen the short while they lived.



[lvin labored with those clans who had none awake to begin with till there were some few from each who
had been roused, and then did she cometo join me as | paced about; Chaldrin and Aysayn aready
moved slently in my wake, feding my fury over those who had been dain and wisdaly saying naught.
Mehrayn joined us aswell when those Sigurri who had fought and labored through the darkness had
been replaced with those who had dept, and with him was SHeernoh, deep upset in the dark eyeswhich
rested in an overly sober countenance. In soft wordswas | told by Mehrayn that SHeernoh's upset was
caused by hisbelief that an earlier warning would have lessened the number of Midannalives which had
been log, therefore did it become necessary that | take amoment to speak with the male. Quietly did |
point out that an earlier warning would have done naught to alter matters, for those two who were ableto
direct the Sigurri legionsin ther entirety were unavailable, Mehrayn with the Midanna, Aysayn with
myself. Also did | point out that no warning of any sort would surely have been an even greater disaster,
therefore was the mae foolish to berate himsalf over a doing which had seen more lives saved than los.
When | put my hand to his shoulder and asked if the mae SHeernoh meant to anger awar leader with
further foolishness, the male smiled hisfaint, odd smile, met my gaze with the warmth he had so often
shown, then shook his head. No words were spoken by him, yet did his manner lead me to believe that
he had taken my own words to heart.

The light of the new fey was bright and high before the greater number of Midanna were awakened. Datil
and Wedin, having themselves fallen prey to the vapor, were late in joining my set, and with them walked
Gidain and Rinain, thetwo Sigurri who had sought them out the darkness previous. Throughout the
darkness and what new light had passed had the two male warriors remained with the Summa, and the
manner in which they joined my set brought a frown to the face of Ennat the Keeper, who had awakened
long enough before that she was then able to stand beside me.

"Those, | presume, are the Summawho rode with you," said she, her frown continuing in evidence.
"Those maes who accompany them-do they follow the Summa? They continue to bear arms and to wear
their own colors, and they fail to walk respectfully behind or to one Side-yet isthere some shadow of a
look about them which suggests they follow warriorsin some manner.”

"They neither follow nor demand to be followed,” | said, knowing my wordswould do little to soothe the
Keeper. "The males, too, are warriors, and in some manner have they joined with the Summawhich
takes from none of them and givesto dl. It isnot athing | am able to understand, Ennat, for these Sigurri
areunlike any maes| have ever come across. To take onein capture would be much liketakingin a
Midannain capture, yet is there no hesitation within them over giving awarrior her due. Should Mida add
to your wisdom and some fey bring you understanding of ones such asthey, | would be grestly in your
debt if the understanding were shared with me.”

"And with me," said Renin of the Sonna as shejoined us, the yelow of her clan covering less bright than it
had been. "1 awoke thinking it would be necessary to give my lifein defiance of my captors, then found
that those would-be captors had aready been driven off, and by those who attended me. Gently and
with respect was | tended, asthough clan ssters saw to my well-being, and when | was once again able
to stand without assistance, my weapons were returned to me." Grestly disturbed did Renin seem, though
she disallowed much outward evidence of it, and she shook her head as Ennat and | looked upon her.
"With my weapons returned to me | was left to my own devices, save for asingle one of those males.
When the others had gone he gpproached me aone, then spoke of how pleasing he found my golden hair
and green eyes. He, himself, was dark-haired and dark-eyed, and suggested that if | found him equally as
pleasing, he would come to me when the unsteadiness from the vapors had entirely left me. In no manner
did he ask to follow me, nor was | commanded to follow him; | had no true understanding of the exact
proposal made, yet did he make no effort to hat me when | walked from him in confusion. These males
are clearly free, Hosta; for what reason do they not begrudge our own freedom, as do other free

maes?'



"l know not, Renin," | made admission with asigh, finding her confusion atrue match to mine. "I, too,
have sought an answer to that question, yet does the answer continue to elude me. All Midannaknow of
the strangeness of males, yet these males go well beyond that.”

"Perhaps-perhaps they have so little doubt upon the question of their own ahilities, that they need not
diminish othersto be certain of their own salves," suggested Ennat, her tone greatly unsure, the frown il
in possession of her. "No true warrior finds the need to take the glory of another before her own glory
may shine forth, and these maes have much of the sound of warriorsto them.”

"They are unquestionably warriors,” came another voice, herading the approach of Faris of the Summa,
who was accompanied by the Smnawas leader, Ludir. Already had Mdid of the Sarraand Tarit of the
Sammajoined us the while Renin spoke, and dl eyesturned to the newcomers.

"Their battle skill, at least, is sufficient to give them the name of warrior,” said Ludir, asournessto the
words she spoke. She and Faris halted before the balance of us, and Faris attempted to swallow down
amusement.

"My sster Ludir isscarcely pleased to find it necessary to make such an admission, and for that she may
not be faulted,” said Faris, slently sending me some part of her amusement. "1 had come to the tents of
the Smnato seeif Ludir had awakened as yet, and was presented with an unexpected sight. A Simna
warrior had awakened abruptly without the strengthlessness which had held the balance of us, looked
about to see maes without number, and suddenly recalled the attack of the darkness. Springing to her
feet she took the sword of amale before he knew what she was about, sounded the Smnawar cry, then
attacked those she believed were enemies.”

"Attempted to attack those she believed were enemies,” corrected Ludir, her sourness undiminished.
"Those of my warriors who were sufficiently avakened to be aware of the true state of affairswere as
yet unfit to attempt hating her, yet it soon became clear that the males had no need of our aid. They most
of them quickly threw themsalves from the path of her blade, and then did one, with ablack shoulder
stroke, move forward to engage her with his own weapon. More than once was the male nearly spitted,
for he made no attempt at attack of hisown, yet hisskill kept him from an ending till three others of his
males were able to throw themsalves upon the warrior the while her attention was engaged by him who
stood before her blade. The three bore her to the ground, removed the weapon from her fist, then held
her the while her Ssters were called to speak with her. |, mysef, went forward with difficulty to speak
praise of my sgter's bravery in attacking those she thought to be enemies, and unbelievably found mysalf
joined in the giving of that praise by him who had held her blade, he of the black shoulder stroke! Never
before have | heard amale speak praise of awarrior's skill, save that he wished to follow her, and this
the mae did not ask! Merely did he speak the words of praise, and no other!"

"Perhapsit isin such away that males such asthese ask the thing," suggested Faris, her amusement
greater a Ludir's heavy indignation. "Jalav will surely know, for one of those who followed her here
bearsasmilar stroke of black upon his shoulder. | see the male now bears arms, Jalav, as doesthe one
inwhite. Have they been given your permission to take such aliberty?'

| turned my head to glance at Mehrayn where he stood in converse with SHeernoh and Aysayn, and
aso a Chadrin who stood beside Ilvin, looking down upon her attentively as she spoke words which
seemed difficult for her. The presence of the Hitta had seemed to provoke more growls of displeasure
than the presence of males, yet had none seen fit to give her chdlenge-asyet. | then returned my gazeto
Farisand smiled faintly.

"The males both follow me and do not follow me," said |, well aware of the close attention the others
gave my words. "He of the white covering has vowed to his god to accompany me and stand beside me



for aslong aslifeisleft to him, for he was bested by me with swords and now believes our fates
intertwined. Chaldrin has great skill with the sword he wears, greater than any of the maleswho once
followed him, yet has he little need of it for he aso has great battle skill without weapons. He has dready
begun the teaching of this kill to mysdf and the Hitta and the Summa, for he didikes the thought of our
being without it. Heis another who joysin the skill of warriors, and joys aso in the thought of adding to
it."

In sllence did the eyes of the war leaders and Keeper leave meto go to Chaldrin, and many of those
eyes, werefilled with curiosity and the beginnings of greater interest. No male who followed aMidanna
was allowed wesgpons, for he might some fey alow the presence of awespon at his Side to encourage
him to deny the will of awarrior. That Chadrin might not be disarmed even with the remova of his
wegpons was somewhat disturbing to those about me, yet their curiosity and interest clearly showed a
greater respect toward me, for alowing him to follow mein any manner whatsoever. | had not intended
to provoke such fedings within them, however the words | would have added to those already spoken
were hdted by Faris.

"And the other?' she asked, returning all eyesto her. "Hasthe other aso sworn an oath to hisgod? His
service was stranger than that of the white-clad male, for | tasted them both from curiosity. The
red-haired one showed no reluctancein giving service to awarrior, yet the use of awar leader was not
equally as pleasurable. He didikes being taken upon hisback, | think, asthough disturbing memories
cometo him with the position.”

"Indeed does he didikeit," said |, the sudden amusement | felt broadening my smileto something of a
grin. "Those with black strokes upon their shoulders are war leadersto their males, and heiswar |eader
to those war leaders. Once, in hisown dwelling, | took him so, upon his back with my dagger at his
throat. He could not deny the pleasure he fdt, yet did he vow vengeance upon mefor doing him so.
Gregtly amusing are maleswhen they are so highly incensed.”

"Scarcey amusing,” said Faris, neither she nor the othersjoining my laughter. | had thought to distract
them from Chaldrin with tales of Mehrayn, yet for some reason the ploy had not affected them as|
wished it to. "These males are too large and well made-and too skillful-for their anger to be dismissed so
lightly, war leader. The red-haired maeiswar leader to dl of hismales, awar leader of war leaders, and
yet you spesk lightly of having taken him againg hiswill. In what manner did he take his vengeance?'

"He-took no vengeance," | replied, attempting to show naught of my upset. "He followed after when | left
his city, bringing others of hismaes, and kept my life from being taken by those gray-clad maleswho
held Wedin and Datil. When | fell sensdessfrom the poisoning of my wounds, he tended metill Mida
brought me hedling. His vow of vengeance was no more than jest, for he didikes being forced to the
service of aMidanna”

"And yet he dlowed himsdlf to again be used in such away, and without protest,” said Ennat, her dark
eyes upon me with sober cam. "A war leader of war leaders, he nevertheless took no vengeance, tended
you in your need, and alowed himsdlf to be used so that none might say you led afree maleto our lands.
Y ou speak unknowingly in error when you say he does not follow you, Jdav of the Hogta. It issmply
that these maesfollow like no others who follow Midanna, both he and the white-clad one. You
command deep loyalty in odd places, war leader, asthe chosen of Midarightfully should.”

"Sheis not the chosen of Midal™ rang out another voice even as my thoughts whirled with the agreement
to be seen in the eyes of the war leaders. | had not expected so effortless an acceptance, and indeed was
it not meant to be so. Kalir stood not far from our set, her chin high, her feet widespreed, fury blazing in
her eyes from the words she had clearly heard Ennat speak. Deliberately had | avoided seeking out the
Selga, aswhat lay between us was meant to be settled in the presence of her Sister war leaders and



Keeper; although not al of the war leaders had as yet made an gppearance, enough were present to see
the thing properly done.

"Kadlir of the Sdga, your actions have disgraced usdl!" said Ennat at once, anger seemingly causing her
to again forget her place as Keeper. | had been asked what circumstances had kept me from appearing
to face challenge, and my reply had filled Ennat with the rage of humiliation. "To force the hel plessness of
deep upon the one you challenged, and then to give her over into the capture of those of avillage-your
actions speak clearly enough of your cowardice, aswell asyour lack of fithessto be awar leader of
Midal "

"There was no cowardice in doing such things to one whose blood would have sullied my blade!™
snapped the Selga, deliberately seeing naught of the shocked outrage evinced by her sgters. "It was my
determination that another trial was called for, therefore did | seeto it. Well pleased am | that that trid,
too, was circumvented, for it has now become clear that | have been chosen by Midato end the
impaostor. When her foul blood covers my blade and shelieslifelessat my feet, then will it be equaly
clear to dl of you that Kdlir isthe chosen of Mida, not some worthless Hogtal™

"I now seethedirection in which theldlinwings,”" said Faristo mein asoft voice as| loosened the blade
in my scabbard. "Kalir wishes the leadership of al the Midannato be hers, and will dare anything to seeit
g)lll

"Her wishes are of no consequence,” | said, fedling the anger and battle desire rise up in me. " Should one
wish athing, one does not sully that thing with acts of dishonor. It iscompletdly fitting that the fina thing
she daresisto face me.

" She wears the sword and dagger given you by Midal" exclaimed Tarit with great indignation, the first
words ever addressed to me by the Samma. "Will the weapons not give her Midas blessing aswell?'

"Midasblessingisinthe skill of the arm widlding the weapon, Sgter, not in the wegpon itself,” said |,
giving answer to Tarit in avoicethat easly reached Kalir. Unwavering wasthe gaze | sent to the Selga,
and higher did her anger flame when | stepped out toward her.

"Midasblessng isindeed in the arm which widlds her wegpon!" snarled Kdlir, nearly beside hersdf.
"Alsoisit to befound in the great magic of her sign, thelife sgn which once was yours and now ismine!
I, too, was born beneath the sign of the hadat, another clear indication that Mida has called to me! She
may perhaps have used thisoneto carry thelife Ssgn to me, yet now isit mineand her lifeaswell! The
mother of al has spurned you, Hosta trash; behold the one fated to lead her Midannain your place-and
behold the beginning of your own ending!”

Rabidly did Kdir scream out these words, and her fist rose high with the lesther of my life sgn clenched
tight therein. The crystal hadat gleamed in the brightness of the fey'slight, drawing my eyes, forcing meto
wonder if the words spoken by Kalir were indeed truth. Much had | felt that Mida was displeased with
me, and this, perhaps, was to be the time of her taking another chosen. A chill of dread touched me a
the thought, for Kalir would scarcely seeto the freeing of the Hosta once battle with the strangers was
done, and then dread was thrust aside by the fires of rage. Should Midatake another as chosen, that
other would not be Kalir! A craven wasKalir, unwilling to face mein battle without the sword of Mida
before her, thoroughly unfit to be called Midanna, not to speak of chosen. First would this Selgaand |
cross blades, and then would the matter of chosen be seen to.

"Y ou continue to mean to face me!" said Kdir as her eyes gave her knowledge of my decision, agood
ded of disbelief in her voice. "I hold adl of Midas gifts and you hold none, and till do you mean to face
me! Y ou are the greatest of fools, Hosta, even greater for thisthan for beieving you might bring males



hereamong us! First will | seeto you, and then will | send my warriors againgt these males, for true
Midannacan wish no part of them. All of youwill fal, anditisl whowill seetoit!"

| drew my sword at the venom Kalir spewed forth; however, the Selgawas not yet prepared to do the
same. Rather than draw and step toward me she took my life sign, opened the leather, and drew it on
over her head. No attempt did she maketo pull her dark hair through the leather, instead she grasped the
crystal hadat and pressed it to her breast. Her face wore alook of great triumph-and then did al those
about us cry out in fear at her scream of agony. Smoke arose from her hand and breast, agentle graying
which wasthen quickly logt in the flames which engulfed her, flames which seemed to arise from her very
body! The screams of her agony rose higher and higher, freezing me in the deep-set shock where | stood
with dackened jaw and dackly held sword, and then was the sword snatched from me by Ennat, who
strode past where | stood, to Kdir. The heat of the flames nearly made her flinch back, yet determination
brought her forward again, and with asingle swing did she cut the head from the Selga.

The sound of agony ceased abruptly then, and aso did the flamesimmediately recede from blackened
flesh. Headless body followed bodiless head to the heat-shriveled grass of the ground, and Ennat |ooked
down upon it in sllence for amoment before turning to send her gaze to those who had not yet found
themsalves able to utter a single sound.

"There are many timeswhen the will of Midaisunknown, few timeswhen it is made unarguably clear,”
said shein astrong voice which nevertheess shook some small bit. "We have dl of us been blessed this
fey by having her will shown to us so clearly, taking from our shoulders the burden of the necessity to
judgetruth from lie. All of us have seen thelife sign given by Mida hanging passively and protectively
upon the breast of the Hosta; need we ask any further questions upon the point of who Midas chosen
might be?’

No single voice rose to give disagreement to Ennat's words, and truly do | believe that most were unable
to utter asound of any sort. All inview of the Keeper's tent had witnessed Kalir's manner of ending, and
nearly al were surdly filled with the same illness which attempted to twist my ingdesfree. Death comesto
usdl, with some fortunate enough to find it in the midst of the glory of battle, yet none | had ever met had
earned an ending such asKalir's. To be consumed divein the flames of sacrilege, to have no least hope
of defending onesdf! theillness rose up with even greater force within me, sending me down to one knee,
sending the flames of imagination racing through my own body. The heet | felt was sickening, therein the
brightness of Midasfey, and nearly was | overcome completely.

"Jdlav, what allsyou?' came Ennat's voice as though from afar, and then were there hands upon my arms,
and exclamations in the voices of maes.

"Her flesh burns as though she, too, were &fire!" came the voice of Mehrayn, awildnessin it. "How does
this come to be? What are weto do for it?"

"Perhgps water," said Chadrin, the hand which was surely histightening upon my arm. "We must
immerse her in water, and drive thisfever from her!"

"No!" said another voice, one which seemed like SHeernoh's, yet wasit filled with greater authority and
forcethan it had ever held. "Thelife sgn, we must replace the life Ssign upon her, to quiet its agitation! If
wefail to do s, shewill not survive!"

With the sound of many voices and presences about me | attempted to force open the lids which had
closed over my eyes, yet to no avail. Theillness and flame hegt rose higher and higher within me, and
then came atouch which brought the ending of darkness.

Dimwasthe candle-lit interior of Ennat's tent, close in the warmth of the fey which had not advanced far



from the time the darkness had taken me. | had awakened to find mysdlf upon the deeping lesther of the
Keeper, my life sign returned to its place about my neck, dl illness and flame heat gone from my flesh. |
had sighed with relief at their blessed absence, then had raised mysdlf to sitting to look about at those
who filled the tent.

"Midaseesto her own," said Ennat, smiling in satisfaction as she came forward with a pot of brewed
daru for me. "'l had no doubt that you would be returned to full hedlth, Jdav of the Midanna."

"I, too, had no doubts," said Chadrin, who sat to my left, "yet am | gresatly relieved to see you awake,
sder.”

"And |," said Mehrayn, lookin upon mefrom his place to my right. Much did it seem that he wished to
touch me, yet was he aware of thelifesign | wore, the life sgn which would take the pleasure from his
touch. "Do you hunger, wench?" he asked, keeping hislight eyes upon me. ™Y ou dept the heding deep
only for ashort while, yet have you ever wakened from it with hunger.”

"I know not whether my hunger semsfrom that or from not having fed in sometime," said |, Spping a
the daru to quiet the inner rumblings Mehrayn's words had brought forth. "What ever the cause, hunger is
mogt certainly with me.”

"Allow meto seeto the fetching of your provender,” said Ennat, crouching to put aside her own pot of
daru before straightening again. ™Y our presence honors my tent, Jalav of the Midanna, and | would see
the honor continue for awnhile”

Her warm smilelit her way from the tent, and for along moment no other word was spoken. Mehrayn
and Chddrin and Aysayn and Ilvin and Wedin and Dotil and |; dl of us sat unspesking, and nearly
unmoving.

"To think that that nearly was doneto Ladayna," said Aysayn at last, atremor of illness passing through
the dark eyes of him. "Had she not only taken her life Sgn, had she attempted to put it about her neck-"

"Surely Sigurr guarded her and kept her from it,” said Mehrayn, attempting to soothe his brother's upset.
"We none of usknow thefull power of the Sgn given by the gods, yet were we al guarded from it. None
were harmed-save that one who sought to steal the power for her own. Even my wench now sits before
usrestored to hedth.”

"For whichwedl thank the gods,” said Aysayn with anod, producing something of asmile.
"Nevertheless, as soon as our battle with the coming strangersis done and | have returned to the city,
Ladaynawill be taught the true meaning of punishment. Never will | forget the Sght of those flamesrisng
from thefemaéesflesh, consuming her with agony... I"

"Brother, enough!" protested Chaldrin, his eyes upon the trembling which had come to my hands. 1, too,
would never find the Sght of Kdir's ending leaving me, and thiswas an added burden | must carry: never
again to dlow another the touching nor taking of my life sgn. Thetrue blamefor the doing was mine
aone, for had | sought out Kdir before she awvakened and reclaimed the life sign, it would not have been
ableto do her asit did. Had | not been so pleased to be free of the thing, had | not been so foolishly
unconcerned-Abruptly | emptied the pot of daru | held, put it aside, then removed my life Sign, angrily
pulling it free of my hair before wrapping itsleather about the hilt of the dagger in my leg bands. That
dagger was the one given me by Mida, the matching sword lying to the right of the leather | sat upon,
neither showing the least harm from having been upon Kdir at thetime of her ending. It gave melittle
surpriseto seeit so, for the weagpons were also possessions of the goddess, aswasthelifesign |
wrapped about the hilt of the dagger. Although | must surdly keep that life sgn from the hands of others, |
would not dlow it to bind metoit, taking al of pleasure from my life, leaving naught save duty and lack



of fedling. Little enough of pleasure was alowed Midas chosen, and thislittle | would not permit to be
taken from me!

"It was my intention to thank you earlier, ssters” said | to Wedin and Datil, deliberately seeing naught of
Aysayn's embarrassment and the faint dismay of Chaldrin and Mehrayn. No more was to be spoken
upon the matter of my life Sgn, and thisthe maes quickly understood.

"For what do you thank us, Jdlav?' asked Wedin, raising herself from the floor leather to take my
emptied pot and turn toward the firewith it. "Little aid were we able to give you, with our Ssters guarding
us S0 closely. They feared we would be branded traitors, you see, and had no wish for so dishonorable a
fateto touch us."

"It must please you to know that the love of your clan sstersisyours” said |, smiling my thanksfor the
refilled pot which Wedin brought me. "The tale of your escaping from observation long enough to build
the pit must truly be one to be told and retold.”

"Fit?' said Dotil asWedin reclamed her place besde her. "What pit do you speak of, Jdav? We built no
pit, nor were we able to escape from our sisters. They bound usin leather to be certain of this, and we
were unableto free ourselves.”

"And yet therewas apit in the forest,” said |, speaking dowly and sipping &t the daru in an attempt to
clear the renewed confusion from my thoughts. "In thetria | was put to, with the pursuing warriors no
more than apair of reckid behind me, pain and weariness curling me nearly to the ground-a covered pit
inaring of busheswas my sdvation, taking me from the sght of those who hunted me, dlowing methe
time of rest and healing | would not survived without. Also was there provender in the pit to hedl my
hunger-and bits of cloth in Summa blue and Hosta green to guide meto this haven. And you say you
have no knowledge of it?'

"Not we," said Wedin, exchanging looks of degp mydtification with her ssters. "Perhapsthe maes-?"

"I know naught of any pit intheforest,” said Aysayn with ashrug, looking to llvin. "Likely werode a the
time with this wench and the others with her, attempting to reach this place.”

"And the Sword and | were otherwise engaged,” said Chaldrin as llvin nodded her agreement with
Aysayn. "Even had we known of your need, girl, there were too many seeking the service of those who
followed you, to dlow usthe opportunity for such adoing. We, aso, know naught of it."

"Surely it was the doing of your lady," said Mehrayn, and thistime his hand cameto touch my hair. "As
your need was So very great, she took what measures she could to seeto it.”

"Perhaps,” | dlowed, not caring to speak my thoughts more fully. Never before had Mida given me even
half so great an amount of assistance, and | could not bring mysdlf to believe she had thistime done so.
Where the pit had come from | knew not, yet was this no more than one mystery among many.

"And were you gregtly pleasing to those who demanded your service?' asked llvin of Chddrin, an evil
leer covering her face. "A ma e such as you among the Hittawould have been drained to the final drop
before being alowed the deep of exhaudtion.”

"I think, wench, | must show you how far adistanceit isto my find drop,” said Chadrin with cam
pleasure, looking upon Ilvin thewhile Mehrayn. Aysayn and the Summa laughed. "Never yet have | done
0, yet surely hasthe proper time now arrived. Y ou will have the feyd you require before needing to take
sedt again upon the back of akan.”



"Y ou intend, for once, to pleasure mefully?' Ilvin asked with alook of ddight, and then did the leer
return to her. "Indeed is such adoing more than past time, for in al other respects you appear quite
hardy. Afterward, when you find yoursdlf unableto walk, | will even fetch provender to you.”

"Perhgps ashort taste of the leather firdt," said Chaldrin against further laughter, histone now musing. "An
insolent wench fairly begs for taming, and | am not aman to ignore the pleas of afemae. At darkness,
then, eh, wench, and in aplace none will disturb us?’

His dark-eyed gaze rested fully upon Ilvin, and she, despite the continuing laughter al about her, forbore
to reply. She knew not whether the male spokein jest, and behind her own gaze undoubtedly lay the
memory of the strength of Chaldrin'sarm, yet her words of provocation had been spoken and could not
be recalled. | saw the question comeinto her eyes upon the wisdom of also speaking words of apology,
yet that decision would not be easily made by her. If shetruly desired the use of Chaldrin, which she had
not had in some feyd, she would find it necessary to meet with him a darkness. At that time would she
either speak in apology or accept what punishment he gave, and | knew not which shewould
chooses--or whether she would not choose another thing entirely. The matter lay between two warriors,
and between them would it be seen to.

The next moment saw Ennat returned with my provender, and full welcome wasit to the hollow within
me. Mehrayn growled out his disgust with me for not having seen to the need sooner, for the manner in
which | fell upon the provender spoke eoquently of how gresat that need was, and Ennat fell againto
frowning. The Keeper seemed outraged that a male would speak so to Mida's chosen, yet merely did
sheswdlow darutill | had fed my fill, and then did she suggest that | be dlowed atime of uninterrupted
rest. To my annoyance al those who sat with me agreed at once, and before | might voice another
preference, thelast of them was gone through the tent flap. | had little interest in either rest or solitude, yet
it seemed | was destined to have both. | took up my pot of daru and leaned down to one elbow upon the
deeping leather, unsure of whether | felt annoyed or amused. When | finished the daru | would leave the
tent, and then would dl of those who followed me see how little need | had for re<t.

"My lady war leader." The soft words spoken at the tent flap drew meto sitting once again, for
SHeernoh had entered with aslittle sound as he ever made. He smiled when he saw the greeting in my
eyes, and bowed his curious bow.

"Once again you have returned to hedlth, and once again | amwell pleased,” said he. "Areyou in great
need of rest, or may | speak with you?"'

"My need for rest exists only in the minds of those who have just departed here,” | replied, gesturing with
the daru. "Come and sit with me, SHeernoh, so that | may thank you once again for your aid."

"l believe | have dready said that thanks are unnecessary,” said he, coming forward to take sest not far
from me. "I would not have interfered, save that the meaning of what | had seen upon the Snows cameto
me then, and | had no doubt asto the proper course of action.”

"Y ou saw-d| this-upon the Snows?" | asked, dismayed. "For what reason did you not spesk of it
sooner?'

"For thereason that | had no understanding of what | saw,”" he replied, his now unsmiling face giving
indication that once again hefdt the weight of respongbility upon his shoulders. "There weretwo femde
hadat, and flames through both of them, and truly did | believe that the black-rimmed golden glow which
moved from one to the other indicated an event of pure symbolism. In such amanner are certain events
hidden from us, cloaked in symbolism we cannot hope to penetrate. Only at thelast was| ableto see
that the black-rimmed golden glow-your life sgn-must be returned to you, ese would the flames



consume you aswell. One path showed as much, apath | had only caught a glimpse of before being
forced to return. | had spent too long atime studying the main path, you see, attempting to make sense of
it

"And this, | have no doubt, was that which | was kept from seeing mysdlf,” | said with anod of
understanding. "Had | seen to female hadat, | would have at once suspected another Midannain the
thing, and known that the black-rimmed golden glow could only be my life Sign. Black for Sigurr and gold
for Mida, and in no manner would | have allowed the thing to occur. Were you able to see the reason so

foul a happening was necessary?"'

"I saw naught of such areason, yet it might well be too soon for it to be seen,” said he, spreading his
handsin agesture of helplessness. "Also might the reason be clearly before us, such asthe manner in
which these wenches now follow you without question. Upon the Snows such areasonisat times
regarded as sufficient, no matter the manner in which mortal men regard it.”

"| didike such soullesslack of feding," said | with agrimace of distaste. "We must make an effort to
disassociate oursel ves from the Snows, to remove the hold they seem to have upon us.”

"Remove the hold of the Snows?" he echoed, seemingly taken with great confusion. "Jalav, the Snows
have no hold upon those of thisworld, rather are they shaped by the doings to be found here. The Snows
are no more than the times coming to be, an advance reflection of that which we, oursaves, will cause.
They have no strength to shape our lives.”

"Then what of those thingsthat are so firmly fixed that no other paths appear a that point?' | demanded,
beginning to grow annoyed with the lack of understanding in the male. "Wheat of those thingswhich are
shielded from us so that we may do naught to avoid them? It is this which we must disassociate oursalves
from, thisdavery to thewill of the Shows!"

"Lady, | have no words with which to spesk to you," said the mae with hisfaint, odd smile. "My words
or lack thereof are entirely irrdlevant, for | will certainly follow where you lead. | have no desireto do
aught ese. Would you have metdl you of what else | saw upon the Snows?"

"Indeed,” said I, curious asto what this might be. "It was my understanding that you had not the timeto
remain and see what more therewas."

"This| saw but ashort time ago,” said he, "when you lay in the deep of hedling. | walked the Snowsto
be sure no other pitfalslay in your path, and saw the place we travel to from here. Largeisthat city, and
filled with many more of your wenches-and when we arrive thereit will aso be surrounded by many

"Mades?' | frowned, looking sharply upon the Walker. "What maes? In what numbers?!

"Many men inlarge numbers, yet not so large anumber asyou now lead,” said he, hisvoice attempting to
be soothing. "Some are led by ablue mae gando, and more are led by alarge white lanthay. The lanthay
isaccompanied by ared flame and awinged revro.”

"Galiose?" | asked in shocked disbelief, knowing the blue gando might be none other than he. "And
Tdion and Liat and-Cerdt?'

In awhisper did the last name come from my throat, and | sat unmoving as my hands trembled about the
pot of dare | held. My warriorsin Bellinard were to be besieged by Galiose and Cerdt? And | wasto
appear with greater numbers and end the siege? By attacking? Ceralt?



"Jalav, your war leaders press for an opportunity to spesk with you," said Ennat from the tent flap, her
frown now for SHeernoh. "They would hear more of the gods we soon ride to do battle with."

"Gods?' | echoed, so deeply awhirl that | knew not what she spoke of. "We do not ride to do battle with
gods, merely with strangersfrom the skies.”

"These drangers are enemies of Mida, arethey not?" she asked, looking upon me with puzzlemen.
"What other thing than gods might be those who come from the skies and are enemiesto agod? Would
our aid be necessary against mortals?'

The words hung between us as they also echoed in my mind, and dowly did | cometo redlize that Ennat
spoke no other thing than truth. The enemies of gods were indeed gods themselves, and yet the thought
had never before occurred to me.

| roseto my feet to stand tall amidst dl the confusion | felt, tossng my head to free my arms of the
strands of hair which nearly bound them. | rode to Bellinard to battle the gods-and a so-perhaps-one
whowasno god a al.



